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			For Jonathan, who introduced himself to me, standing by the baptismal font, with only an inkling of what this might foreshadow,

			and for the beloved babes of God who trusted me enough to ask the unspeakable questions,

			and for everyone brave enough to believe that God can be bigger than the boxes we were sold.

			This is my love letter to you.

			Thank you for persisting.

			Gloria in excelsis Deo.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			The air was thick with that airplane hum: a sound that muffles and feels over-bright all at once. My mother had given me the window seat. I pressed my nose against the glass, the butter-yellow clouds outside stretching to the horizon.

			I was in heaven; I wanted to see the angels.

			I think I was maybe five years old. It wasn’t my first time on a plane, but it is the time I remember as my first, likely in one of the many cross-country moves that creased my early childhood. The priest had told us heaven was full of fluffy white clouds and angels singing and playing harps. Or maybe it was my Sunday school teacher who said that. Or a television program. Somewhere in my Catholic upbringing—the only consistent thread in my early days—someone had told me there were angels way up here, in the sky, and I was determined to see them.

			But all I saw, for miles and miles, was nothing but butter-yellow clouds. It felt like I waited for hours. Now that I’m a mother to a toddler, I suspect it lasted five minutes. But it ended the same way it always seems to end with toddlers: with a question.

			“Mommy, why can’t I see the angels?”

			I remember my mom chuckled, exhaustion and amusement bubbling up as she explained we weren’t in heaven, exactly. Heaven was not a place we could fly to. “But isn’t it beautiful all the same?” she asked.

			I mean, it was beautiful. But it was not heaven.

			This was my first deconstruction, I suppose. My first disillusionment. It was the first time something I had been told was true of God turned out to be…not necessarily false, but more complex than what I thought or had been taught. It was a little soul-crushing, if I’m honest, to discover that something I had imagined to be so simple and pure was actually made up of atoms and hydrogen rather than perfect pearly gates.

			Deconstruction is a word that is increasingly being used by a movement of people questioning the rigid religious beliefs that were handed to them, unraveling what is useful and true from what is deceptive and exploitative. I want to be careful to lay no claim to defining the term for all people. But for me, this moment was the first of many in which what I thought was the right and faithful way to look for God was turned on its head. It was a moment wherein I felt lied to, and while I doubt the priests and teachers who told me angels lived in the clouds were consciously trying to deceive a little girl, that didn’t stop this little girl from grieving her ticket to heaven. Many of the deconstruction moments that have come after that have been hard, and with much higher stakes than heaven’s location—but none have been as crushing to my innocent hope as when I was five and learned I could not spend a journey between Raleigh and Los Angeles listening to the heavenly hosts on their cloudy thrones.

			Since then, I have grown, left, and re-found the church, been ordained an Episcopal priest, and become a mother. I have tasted the bitter and beautiful waters of a baptism that keeps me yoked to a God and an institution that has broken my heart a million times. I have heard the church tell me I was not good enough, I was not wanted, I was crazy, I was fundamentally corrupt. And I have watched the church stand by in the face of horrific abuse.

			And yet, to quote Martin Luther, one of the most famous (and famously problematic) people ever to deconstruct his faith: Here I stand. I can do no other.

			Because faith is still beautiful, all the same.

			And I know this because somehow, in those early days of hearing stories about angels and looking for them in the clouds and meeting them in forever the most unexpected places, I came to know something fundamental about God and God’s character that no disillusioning of the church could thieve from me:

			God did not make us to hate us.

			God did not dream up the color yellow and craft the scientific art of making butter from milk and whimsically birth cumulus clouds just to…disdain a little girl who misunderstood the cosmic structure.

			God did not count the hairs on our heads or the stars that would hang in the sky over billions of years just to resentfully accept desperate people begging to be spared from brutal torment.

			I know this because maybe heaven isn’t a pit stop between Raleigh and LA, but heaven is all around us. Breaking in and barreling down walls and peeping up like dandelions in the asphalt. God would not be so creative and wily and beautiful all at the same time if God’s desire was punishment.

			Maybe this belief is ego, maybe it is a gift from the Spirit, maybe it is both. But this abiding sense of God’s desire for all of us has been a shield for me that I now want to extend to you. I want to lay it out as an invitation and an answer to the thousands of questions I get online as a priest that ask: Why does God hate me so much?

			I also really believe that there is great potential in being disillusioned, painful as it may be to suddenly and irrevocably see the world so differently. To paraphrase my friend Erin Lane, is not being disillusioned, being set free from our illusions, the point of faith? Isn’t there actually a super famous story in the Bible about scales falling from a faithful, God-fearing, earnest man’s eyes as the God he had always worshipped stepped in with a real flourish and said, You are looking for me in all the wrong places and in so doing, you are hurting me and my people? (Spoiler alert: there is—Acts 9, the calling of Saint Paul, author of about half the New Testament.)

			Over and over throughout Christian history, scales have fallen from our collective eyes, and we, the faithful and the skeptical, have deconstructed. Sometimes this was called reformation, sometimes this was called schism, sometimes this was called sin. It’s a mixed bag, this millennia-long endeavor of the great Group Project that is Christianity. But I remain convinced of the power inlaid in the falling of the scales from our eyes as we behold a brutal new truth, hard fought for. We might be uncertain what can be won, worried it won’t be worth it. But what might happen if we were all willing to let this truth set us free?

			Because all bad theology, in my humble opinion, keeps us chained in systems of oppression. All bad theology has its root in thinking God hates us: homophobia and transphobia, racism and misogyny, ableism and classism all stem from an anxiety created by the idea that God hates us and that we must repair this breach by receiving the forgiveness He offers, begrudgingly.

			This theology fundamentally communicates: You are not safe. You are never safe. So when you get a modicum of safety by following all the rules and living the “right” kind of life, you must hoard this safety, arm yourself, and prepare to confront anyone who threatens this battleship you have secured yourself within. Because this safety is tenuous, and the way you keep yourself safe in your right life is ensuring other people know their lives are wrong. Everyone wants to be safe, and everyone wants to know how to stay safe, and the result is this: so many people feel fundamentally unsafe because they have been told, by the same people who make them casseroles when Grandma dies and who are there when they are brave enough to say they need to get sober, that the creator of the universe doesn’t like them.

			You learn that God is merciful, but you don’t deserve that mercy. You are not fundamentally wanted for who you are. Your body is a problem you must conquer. You can only find safety by following a version of God that looks an awful lot like whichever bully has a grasp on power in your particular church or community.

			So how do we melt away the fear?

			I believe it begins here: by looking at the heavens, and looking at the dandelion in the cracks, and looking at scripture, and looking at God, and trying an older and wilder way of trust. It begins by saying: God did not make me to hate me; God made me to love me. God made me out of desire. God made me out of joy.

			God is not so small-minded or vindictive as to make people in order to just…hate them. I mean, look at the sheer multitude of galaxies in the universe. The membranes of butterfly wings. The way a toddler’s teeth make the most crooked and sublime smile when they laugh. The dreamer-upper of these things isn’t an asshole. I just don’t buy it. The Bible doesn’t sell it, either; while full of challenging and complex stories that do dip into the lament and wrath of God, scripture on the whole has an undercurrent and over-arc of God’s delight in God’s people.

			Becoming a mom solidified this conviction for me. I love my daughter more than my hands and hopes can hold—and God loves us infinitely more. There’s just no logic, then, even considering the higher and more mysterious ways of God, in the idea that God hates us.

			And yet so much of modern theology from the last few centuries is built on this idea that God will eternally punish or harm or torment people. For not being Christian nationalists. For being queer. For having consensual, beautiful sex. For caring about the environment. (And that’s a non-exhaustive list.)

			As a priest, this troubles me greatly. I have had the immense, intimate privilege of walking alongside people of every theological background—people of many different races, people from thriving families and families rife with trauma and pain, people of many nationalities and sexualities and gender identities, people who have grown up in liberal northeastern cities and rural Texan towns—and so, so many of us are so, so afraid. I have witnessed firsthand over and over how long-lasting and damaging this embedded fear is—in the way we relate to our bodies, our partners, our children, our communities, and our God.

			I’ve seen people afraid to love and be loved because they think they’re not worthy of such care. I’ve seen caregivers terrified of raising their children in a loving church community because they don’t want to re-create the traumatic experiences they had as children in church. I’ve seen queer people in flourishing relationships who still wrestle with wondering if they deserve to be loved. I’ve seen women (including myself) who wondered what they “did” to “deserve” violence they thought was handed down from God through people. And I have seen, over and over, a resignation to suffering formed as a reaction to a vengeful deity out to punish us.

			Whether we grew up in churches that proclaimed divine retribution from the pulpit regularly or whether we “only” encountered this theology splashed on what feels like every other billboard in America, this bad theology that proclaims God hates us is in the water we all drink from in American Christianity.

			But this idea that God hates us is not the root of Christianity or the heart of Christ.

			So…what is?

			I am deeply convicted that God’s heart for us is and always has been to live with us. God made us for and out of joy. As my best friend Nora said the day my daughter was baptized: being naked in the Garden was the original plan. This is a key that unlocks so much bad theology, but even more important, knowing that God made us for joy unclenches the chokehold that cynicism and despair have on us.

			If God made us—all of us, with tummies and wrinkles and libido and hearts that break and burst with life—for joy, then imagine how joyful life with God could be. If we fully accept this godly delight, who might we become? Who are we already if we let ourselves meet ourselves without malice or intent to harm? What freedom is already here? And what might be even more beautiful than it already is?

			With this book, I humbly offer a small place we might begin. A place where we can deconstruct the myths that have been spun out of our faith and return to life with God. A place where we can prune branches back to give the vineyard fresh air, to let the good fruit grow without being throttled by weeds that whisper, Don’t taste too sweet. I’m not here to promise certainty or answers, but I hope to invite us into the plot of the best mystery novel ever composed: the mystery of living life with the source of life.

			To that end, this book is divided into four sections, each of which aims to debunk a common myth about Christianity and replace it with a true mystery we can explore and learn from. These forty reflections come from a blend of ancient theology, modern mom life, and a long love affair with the Bible as a priest and Christian. They come from my own disillusionment and enchantment with God, through conversations with theologians, scholars, friends, and parishioners—all of whom have taught me so much.

			I’ve written forty devotions because forty is a biblical number. The Israelites spent forty years wandering the desert, and Jesus spent forty days in the wilderness after his baptism, which is why the season of Lent lasts forty days (excluding Sundays). These devotions can be used during Lent, but they can also be used at any time. You can read the whole book in forty days, or four days, or forty weeks. How you use it is totally up to you. My goal is simply to break down big theological ideas into more digestible pieces to help you heal your church hurt and reconnect with a God worth worshipping.

			I’ll also conclude each chapter with a prayer. These prayers are in the first person plural—they say “we pray” rather than “I pray.” (In my tradition, the Episcopal Church, we call this kind of prayer a collect, pronounced CALL-ekt. Yes, it’s spelled just like the word collect, but Episcopalians like a fancy pronunciation, bless our hearts.) I’ve chosen this format for two main reasons.

			First, I want to move away from an overemphasis on individualism in Christianity. We acknowledge we are part of a body of people. Our belief is ours, as a collective. We will not always agree. We definitely have not always gotten along. But we are knitted together, all the same, and I believe what we pray in common helps remind us that our God holds us in common and communion and community, too. And: God did make you and me but ultimately made us to delight in us together, as a body of people and as people with God.

			Second, I know it can be terribly lonely to deconstruct—to walk away from a faith community you have always known or to stay in a community but feel like you’re swimming upstream. But you are not alone. God is and always has been and always will be with you. And as you say the same prayers as all the other readers of this book, albeit at different places and different times, you are threaded together with people whom you may never meet (and some, perhaps, you will meet or already know!). They, too, are on a parallel journey. I want that to be clear in the very grammar of these prayers. We are not alone. We get free together.

			In the spirit of the late, great Audre Lorde, I hope the tools in these prayers and devotions will help us not just dismantle the master’s house but also find an older and wiser and wilder way of living with God. A way to dive into what the mystic Carmelite nun Saint Teresa of Avila called an “interior castle” that can pour out into a kinder, gentler, and more loving world.

			A Garden way, you might say. Harkening back to that original plan. Eating fruit and being together without shame. Staring at sunsets and sunrises and everything in between and saying, as God says in Genesis 1: That’s good.
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			Part I

			Reimagining God

			
				MYTH: God is our Father, therefore male power is God.

				MYSTERY: God is a Holy Trinity—three distinct persons not in competition with each other and uniquely one God, whose very essence is community.

			

			We often pray to God our Father. This is a good thing, as it is, you know, literally how Jesus taught us to pray in Matthew 6 and Luke 11. “Our Father” remains a sacred and important prayer. But when we uncritically apply this one description of God across the whole of scripture, and our entire prayer lives, and use it as a metaphor for what godliness looks like in the world, we end up boxing our Triune God into human, masculine fatherhood. God is our Father, but God is not your dad. Nor is God a system that only benefits masculine-looking and feminine-demoralizing power.

			Feminist theologian Mary Daly wrote in 1973, “If God is male, then the male is God.” We have seen this come to bear in our own day. As Kristin Kobes Du Mez outlines in her book Jesus and John Wayne, many forms of evangelical Christianity have made following Christ synonymous with a violent, white, America-first-and-only idolatry of masculinity. This is not who Our Father is. Jesus isn’t asking us to pray to Rambo, or John Wayne, or any emperor who sits in the government, or even our dads, as problematic or tender as they may be. By calling God “Father,” Jesus is naming a relationship that he shares within Godself as part of the Holy Trinity. I don’t think you or I need to drop “Father” from our language for God, but I do think we are, at best, missing out on the rest of God when we only look for God in fatherly imagery. God is also not just our Father; God is Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Three persons, one God—our Trinity, whose art is heaven.

			And also? In the Bible itself God does not exclusively refer to Godself in masculine imagery or pronouns. Sometimes God refers to Himself as “She,” and sometimes She refers to Herself as “They,” and sometimes They do not use any kind of gendered, human-bound imagery at all to describe Themself. This is not some newfangled idea, either. Our spiritual ancestors—from Clement of Alexandria, to Augustine of Hippo, to John Chrysostom, to Anselm of Canterbury, and many others—have often articulated an understanding of God as containing many gendered aspects. It is actually quite an old-fashioned thing to think that God is bigger than gender.

			We cut our own imagination and relationship with God off at the knees when we see the image of divine authority as merely a projection of human power. To fall in love with God over and over is not to mythologize our own earthly kingdoms, but to behold the mystery that the creator of the universe disrupts in those kingdoms by walking through the back gate, by hanging out in the side alley, by creating something wild and unpredictable and gentle out of chaotic nothing. So let’s move from the myths about God into the mystery of faith.

		

	
		
			· 1 ·

			A Chaotic God

			• • • • • • • • • • • •

			
				When God began to create the heavens and the earth, the earth was complete chaos, and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters.

				Genesis 1:1–2

			

			Our story begins in chaos. In the fathomless, dark deep. But God brings order and life to this chaos in the evenings and mornings that follow, separating light from darkness and sea from land, and putting creatures upon the earth in what feels like neat array.

			God disciplines chaos into creation as a wind.

			And, as you know if you live anywhere near enormous turbines like the ones I have come to know on the plains of Texas, wind isn’t exactly…orderly. Wind is chaotic. It rips tablecloths off of pristine backyard party tables. It ruins a good hair day. It can knock down houses and communities. When harnessed, it can power cities—but the wind is never, ever tamed. Only funneled, for a time.

			And it is as this chaotic wind that God first moves over that fathomless deep.

			In the thousands of years since this story was first told by firelight under a bottomless black sky, we have often imagined God created the world this way because God loves order. Because God is the great discipliner of disarray.

			I think the notion of God knowing and creating the order of things is sensible, calming even. Surely someone knows the exact dimensions of the ocean and why the platypus exists and where all my misplaced socks have gone—why not God? But it also feels awfully unimaginative and limiting to want to order chaos. It feels like when my toddler takes a crayon and colors all outside the lines. Because I know the purpose of lines on a page, I want her to color in the lines. As a grumbly grown-up, I want to show her that a crayon is made for coloring on paper and paper is made for us to draw on. But she is unashamedly and beautifully discovering the feel of colored wax in her hands, experiencing the divine moment of seeing something made by her motion, and discovering what paper is—for the first time.

			And of course there is an order to this. She learned first that her hands were her own to move. Then she learned to grasp a crayon. And someday (God willing) she will learn that we hang art on the walls, we don’t draw art on the walls (without permission).

			Order is good. It is not that I think God lacks order. I just think God’s ordering is in the form of wind. And we neglect the wildness of wind at our own peril.

			God is the wind over the deep. God is the mom who knows a toddler does not yet comprehend crayon and paper as separate substances, so She will lovingly guide the way, but not without some truly spectacular splatter art first. And so to encounter God, untamed and true and old and holy, is to lay down our need for control, our need for God to fit within the lines on our coloring pages. We have to let God wield the paintbrushes that have always been in Her hand.

			And the thing about the divine wind in Genesis 1 is that it could also be translated as the “Spirit” or the “breath” of God. The Hebrew word here is ruach, a grammatically feminine noun. Some translations of Genesis 1 preserve that femininity, like womanist theologian Wilda C. Gafney’s: “When beginning he, God, created the heavens and the earth, the earth was shapeless and formless and bleakness covered the face of the deep, while the Spirit of God, she, fluttered over the face of the waters.” Ruach is used many, many times in the Bible—including the part of the Creation story where God breathes the breath of life into the earth-creatures He makes—the people we call Adam and Eve. You were created out of the wildness that is the She-Spirit. You were made out of the dust that gathered in the wake of all this chaos and all this creating, all this land emerging and ocean tide flowing out.

			You were made wild.

			The wildness in us—the desire to know God, to be free, to seek love and do the unbelievably risky thing of sharing love—is as foundational as breathing, because it is the very breath of God in us that has oxygenated us from the beginning.

			Of course there must be order to our lives, and order to the world! But this order does not need to be so bound by fear-fueled lines that we do not make room for the toddlers in our lives—or the toddlers that are still within all of us—to play and learn. The challenge and gift of leaning into a liberated life with God is learning to trust that even in the chaos, God is creating something new.

			

			
				•   •   •

			
				Wind over the deep,

				You breathed us into being

				and still,

				You are always closer than our next breath.

				Nurture the holy wildness in us,

				so that when we meet You,

				in the setting of the sun, or in the coming tide,

				we are not afraid

				but ready to welcome You,

				untamed, unbridled,

				holy and wild.

				Small but unconfined,

				we cry to You:

				Spirit over the deep,

				Author of the deep,

				with us in the deep.

				Amen.

			

		

	
		
			· 2 ·

			We Were Born Homesick

			• • • • • • • • • • • •

			
				Dear friends, let us love one another, for love comes from God. Everyone who loves has been born of God and knows God…. No one has ever seen God; but if we love one another, God lives in us and his love is made complete in us.

				1 John 4:7, 12 (NIV)

			

			“If all goes well, she should be screaming.”

			I can’t remember if it was a midwife or a birthing book or a friend who said that, but I knew: when my daughter was born, if all was well, she would be screaming. Throat-raw howling.

			When the doctors lowered the surgical drape for me to see them extract her from my exhausted womb via Caesarean section, I felt cleaved in two. Love split me open as they took my heart from my gut. But then I was in and out of focus, and the nurse was stroking my hair, and my husband was over by the doctors—all because my baby was quiet.

			Too quiet. And purple.

			And then, mercifully, she began to scream. I have never been so grateful for the sounds of agony in my life.

			When we are born, if all goes well, we should be screaming. The only thing a baby has ever known is the dark safety of a womb, and now they are catapulted into the brutal light of the world. Maybe this is why so many people have said we are born in sin. Birth is terrifying, and we tend to label scary things or things we don’t understand as “sin.”

			Or maybe it’s because birth is so connected with women and sexuality. Despite the fact that birthing people’s bodies are life-cradling wonders, our society is so uncomfortable with the realities of the reproductive process that we’ve created a variety of awful names to call women who engage in it in ways we don’t approve of. We associate birth with sinful femininity so strongly that we laud birthing pains as part of Eve’s punishment.

			This is such a wayward definition of sin. Sin is not, as my colleague Rev. Kelli Joyce puts it, “fun stuff you’re not allowed to do, and especially with your body, especially if your body is not the kind of body that the church wants it to be.” This is what I think most people mean when they say sin, but over and over, the Bible shows us that sin is more fundamental than “fun stuff you’re not allowed to do.” Sin is anything that separates us from God and from one another. Sin is the nothing in the face of God’s abundance. And I certainly felt the encroaching nothing, the bottomless fear of what if…on that operating table.

			But sometimes, I think we use the word sin when what we really mean is death, and by death, we mean the inescapable reality of our humanity. Of our limits. We are merely human, and only God is God. And sin

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			

			•   •   •
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