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To the one who is searching — not for an argument to win or a religion to wear, but for something true enough to build a life on. To the honest skeptic, the quiet doubter, the restless soul who could not stop asking long after everyone else had moved on.

To everyone who has stood at the edge of faith and could not quite make themselves walk through — not from stubbornness, but because the questions were real and the answers they had been given were not.

Truth that cannot survive honest examination was never worth holding.

Truth that can — is worth everything.

Come to the table.


“Come now, and let us reason together, 

says the Lord.”


— Isaiah 1:18, NKJV


“Always be ready to give a defense 

to everyone who asks you

a reason for the hope that is in you,

with meekness and fear.”


— 1 Peter 3:15, NKJV


“The unexamined life is not worth living.”


— Socrates
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A Socratic Dialogue on Faith, Doubt,
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FRONT MATTER


Dedication

Epigraph

Before We Begin — A Story That Brought Me to This Table

Glossary of Terms

Meet the Table


Socrates Asks Each One: What Is Your Story?




Socrates — The Questioner

Christian — The Pastoral Voice




Maya Thornton, Age 34 — Spiritual Skeptic

Derek Ashworth, Age 48 — Moral Skeptic

Dr. Priya Nair, Age 41 — Scientific Skeptic

Professor Leonard Hale, Age 63 — Biblical Skeptic

Tyler Graves, Age 26 — No-Reason Skeptic

Carla Medina, Age 52 — Political Skeptic

James Whitfield, Age 57 — Historical Skeptic

Dr. Elliot Braun, Age 45 — Philosophical Skeptic

Rachel Owens, Age 38 — Wounded Skeptic

Daniel Runningwater, Age 44 — Cultural Skeptic


The Ground Rules — Socrates Sets the Table

The Ten Questions

A Note on How to Read This Book

THE DIALOGUE

Question One — Is There a God?


Primary voices: Maya Thornton, Dr. Priya Nair, Dr. Elliot Braun

The existence of God examined through cosmology, fine-tuning,

DNA information, and the moral argument.


Question Two — Can I Trust the Bible?


Primary voices: Professor Leonard Hale, Dr. Priya Nair, James Whitfield, Rachel Owens

The manuscript evidence — 24,000 copies versus 49 for Aristotle.

The Dead Sea Scrolls. Archaeological confirmation. Fulfilled prophecy.

The weaponization of scripture addressed directly.


Question Three — Why the God of the Bible Among So Many Beliefs?


Primary voices: Maya Thornton, Daniel Runningwater, Carla Medina

The law of non-contradiction applied to pluralism.

The three choices: liar, lunatic, or Lord.

Science in the Bible. History confirmed by archaeology.

Forty authors, fifteen centuries, one message.


Question Four — What Is Wrong with Humanity and Why Can’t We Fix It?


Primary voices: Derek Ashworth, Tyler Graves, Dr. Elliot Braun, James Whitfield

The sin nature diagnosed from human experience and history.

The twentieth century argument. China. Venezuela.

Power without accountability. Every system. Every time.


Question Five — Why Do I Need to Be Saved — and Saved from What?


Primary voices: Derek Ashworth, Rachel Owens, Carla Medina, Dr. Elliot Braun

What we are saved from. What we are saved to. How salvation comes.

Evil in the world. Sin’s effect on the mind, will, heart, and body.

The second death. The wager argument after nine questions of evidence.


Question Six — Is Jesus Real and What Does It Mean He Is Both God and Man?


Primary voices: Professor Leonard Hale, Dr. Priya Nair, Dr. Elliot Braun

More evidence for Jesus than for Washington as first president.

Destroying the Nicaea myth. The Philippians hymn and early Christology.

The hypostatic union — fully God, fully man, why both were required.

Tempted in every way as we are yet without sin. Hebrews 4:15.


Question Seven — What Happens When We Die?


Primary voices: Dr. Priya Nair, Maya Thornton, Dr. Elliot Braun, Daniel Runningwater

The hard problem of consciousness. What reincarnation actually offers.

The intermediate state. The bodily resurrection. Heaven and hell plainly stated.

The second death. The wager — if Christian is wrong he still lives better.

A memory or a promise — Elliot’s turning point.


Question Eight — What Do You Do with Unanswered Prayer and the Silence of God?


Primary voices: Dr. Elliot Braun, Rachel Owens, Daniel Runningwater

God always hears the prayers of His children.

The four answers: Yes, No, Wait, Not This Way.

God does not have to answer prayer the way we demand Him to.

The cross — My God my God why have you forsaken me — and Easter.


Question Nine — What Has It Cost You to Follow What You Believe?


Socrates alone. No Bible. No gospel. Each skeptic’s life examined honestly.

Ten scenes. Ten lives followed to their honest destination.

Where are your choices taking you — toward hope or toward fear?

Your life is over. Was it worth it?


Question Ten — What Does It Cost to Follow God — and Was It Worth It?


Primary voices: Christian, with responses from all ten skeptics

The honest cost — nothing soft, nothing easy.

Job. Paul. Naomi. Nick Vujicic.

The pain is still there. God is too. That makes a difference.

The invitation. Tyler says yes. Elliot follows what shifted.

Rachel takes one step. The door is open.

BACK MATTER


After the Table — Where Each Person Went


Ten brief accounts of real movement in the weeks and months after the dialogue.


What People Say at the End


Documented final words from those who lived without God:

Voltaire — Napoleon Bonaparte — Thomas Hobbes — Clarence Darrow — Sigmund Freud

Documented final words from those who followed Christ:

Billy Graham — Dietrich Bonhoeffer — John Wesley — D.L. Moody

Every quote sourced. Every claim verifiable.


The Gospel Invitation — A Direct Word to the Reader


The same offer made at the table — made to you, personally, right now.


A Note on This Book — From the Author


The dialogue format explained. The characters and the real people behind them.

A note on the use of artificial intelligence in the development of this manuscript.


Recommended Reading


Fully documented sources organized by question.

C.S. Lewis — Tim Keller — Josh McDowell — Lee Strobel — F.F. Bruce

N.T. Wright — Gary Habermas — Ken Ham — Stephen Meyer — Roger Penrose

Peter Stoner — William Ramsay — Philip Yancey — and others


Scripture Index


Every scripture quoted or referenced, organized by book of the Bible,

with the question number where it appears. All quotations from the NKJV.


A Closing Prayer


For every person who has read this book.


At the Table of Skeptics — Dennis R. Piearcy

A Volume in the At the Table Series

A note on the writing process: the research, theological positions, pastoral judgments, and convictions in this book are entirely my own, developed over thirty-five years of ministry and study. In preparing this manuscript, I made use of AI writing assistance to help shape and format the Socratic dialogue structure. The ideas are mine. The process used available tools. I mention this not as a disclaimer but as a matter of honest dealing with my readers.
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A Story That Brought Me to This Table




I have been a pastor for more than thirty-five years. I have sat across from a lot of people in that time — in hospital rooms, in living rooms, in my office with the door closed. I have prayed with people at the moment of death and at the moment of birth. I have stood at gravesides in January with my coat pulled tight and nothing adequate to say. I have performed weddings for couples who were still together decades later and for couples who were not.




But some of the most important conversations I have ever had did not happen in any of those places. They happened in diners, on porches, in the parking lots after church when someone who had been sitting in a pew for years finally said the thing they had been holding back for months.




The thing was usually a question. And the question was usually some version of this: “I don’t know if I believe any of this anymore.”




I have heard that sentence from deacons. I have heard it from Sunday school teachers. I have heard it from men who built the church building with their own hands and women who taught vacation Bible school for twenty years. I have heard it from their children — the ones who grew up in the pews and then quietly stopped coming, and then stopped returning calls, and then one day were just gone.




What I noticed, over and over again, was that the people asking that question were not asking because they were foolish. They were asking because something in their life or their mind or their experience had created a genuine problem that no one had ever taken seriously enough to engage honestly.




Some of them had been hurt by the church and could not separate the institution from the God the institution claimed to represent. Some of them had encountered science or philosophy or history in a way that raised questions their faith had not been equipped to answer. Some of them had prayed through the worst night of their life and heard nothing — and the silence had cost them more than any argument ever could.




And some of them — if I am being completely honest — had simply drifted. Not because of a wound or a question. Just because life got busy and faith got inconvenient and one Sunday became two Sundays became five years.




This book is for all of them.




What follows is a Socratic dialogue — a conversation modeled after the method of the ancient Greek philosopher who believed that truth is best pursued not through lecture but through honest, probing questions. Ten skeptics sit around a table with Socrates as the questioner and a pastor as the representative of the Christian position. Every doubt is taken seriously. Every objection is engaged honestly. No one is mocked. No one is dismissed.




I have had versions of every conversation in this book. The skeptics at this table are fictional characters, but they are built from real people — real doubts, real wounds, real questions that real human beings have brought to me across thirty-five years of ministry.




I believe the Christian faith can answer these questions. Not by shouting them down. Not by dismissing the person asking. But by following every honest question wherever it leads — and trusting that the truth, as Jesus promised, is not afraid of the examination.




The table is set. The candle is lit.

Come and see.




— Dennis R. Piearcy

Tulsa, Oklahoma
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Key Words and Concepts Used Across the Ten Questions

This glossary defines the theological, philosophical, and historical terms used throughout the dialogue, in plain language, in the order the categories appear in the book. Each definition reflects how the term is used in this conversation rather than a full academic treatment. Readers wanting deeper study should consult the Recommended Reading section.

Logic and Philosophy

Law of Non-Contradiction


The foundational law of logic stating that something cannot be both true and false at the same time and in the same sense. Used in Question Three to show that pluralism — the claim that all religions are equally true — cannot itself escape this law, since it declares every exclusive religious claim false while claiming itself to be true.


Trilemma


A choice between three options rather than two. Used in Questions Three and Six to describe C.S. Lewis’s argument that a person who claims the things Jesus claimed about Himself must be a liar, a lunatic, or exactly who He said He was — with no comfortable middle ground left available.


Cosmological Argument


The philosophical argument that everything which begins to exist has a cause, the universe began to exist, and therefore the universe has a cause outside itself — uncaused, timeless, spaceless, and powerful. Discussed in Question One as the starting point for the case for God’s existence.


Fine-Tuning Argument


The argument that the precise physical constants and initial conditions of the universe are so improbable by chance that they point to intentional design rather than accident. Supported in Question One by physicist Roger Penrose’s entropy calculations.


Moral Argument


The argument that objective moral values — the conviction that some things are genuinely right and others genuinely wrong — require a moral lawgiver outside the material universe, since matter alone cannot generate binding moral obligation. Central to the exchange with Dr. Elliot Braun in Question One.


Specified Information


A term distinguishing mere complexity (random and meaningless) from specified complexity (arranged to carry meaning or function), as in DNA. Used in Question One to argue that specified information, in every other known instance, comes from a mind — making DNA evidence of a Designer.


Hard Problem of Consciousness


The unresolved philosophical and scientific question of why physical brain activity produces subjective experience at all — why there is “someone home” rather than only mechanical processing. Pressed in Question Seven against Dr. Priya Nair’s claim that consciousness ceases at death.


Pascal’s Wager


Philosopher Blaise Pascal’s argument that belief in God is the rational wager given the stakes involved — infinite potential gain if God exists, limited cost if He does not. Strengthened in Questions Seven and Ten by being made only after the cumulative evidence of nine prior questions.



Theology and Doctrine

Provisionism


The theological framework, used throughout this book, holding that Christ’s atonement is genuinely sufficient for and offered to every human being, and that the choice to receive it is a real human choice rather than one predetermined apart from the person’s will. Distinct from both Calvinism and Arminianism on specific points of grace and human responsibility.


Incarnation


The Christian doctrine that God the Son took on full human nature in the Person of Jesus Christ — becoming genuinely human while remaining genuinely divine. Examined at length in Question Six.


Hypostatic Union


The theological term for the union of full divinity and full humanity in the single Person of Jesus Christ — not half God and half man, but completely both simultaneously. Explained in Question Six as the precise specification required for a valid and sufficient atonement.


Kenosis


From the Greek word meaning “emptying,” found in Philippians 2. Refers to the Son of God voluntarily limiting the exercise of certain divine attributes in taking on human flesh, without ceasing to be fully God. Discussed in Question Six in response to Dr. Priya Nair’s objection to the Incarnation.


Carmen Christi


Latin for “Hymn of Christ,” referring to the early Christian hymn Paul quotes in Philippians 2:5-8. Significant because Paul is citing an existing hymn, meaning its high view of Christ’s deity predates even his letter — evidence against the claim that Christ’s divinity was a later invention.


Christology


The branch of theology concerned with the nature and identity of Jesus Christ — who He is and how His human and divine natures relate. Central to the exchanges with Professor Hale in Question Six.


Atonement


The theological term for Christ’s work on the cross that reconciles humanity to God by satisfying the just penalty for sin. Explored at length in Questions Five and Six through the illustration of a just judge who personally pays the fine his justice requires.


Active Obedience of Christ


The theological concept that Jesus did not merely die for human sin (His passive obedience) but also lived a perfect life of obedience on humanity’s behalf, which is credited to believers along with the forgiveness won at the cross. Discussed in Question Six.


Sin Nature


The biblical diagnosis that the human condition is not merely a pattern of bad behavior but an inherited orientation of the heart away from God, present in every person from birth, which produces sinful acts as its natural fruit. Central to Question Four.


Original Sin / The Fall


The biblical account in Genesis 3 of humanity’s first act of rebellion against God, which fractured the relationship between humanity and God and, by extension, the created order itself. Discussed in Questions Four and Five.


cor incurvatum in se


Latin phrase from Augustine meaning “the heart curved in on itself,” describing how sin reorients the human heart toward self rather than toward God and others. Used in Question Four to explain the engine of human exploitation and selfishness.


Intermediate State


The period between a believer’s physical death and the final bodily resurrection, during which the Bible teaches the soul is consciously present with Christ. Supported in Question Seven by Jesus’s words to the thief on the cross: “Today you will be with Me in paradise.”


The Second Death


A phrase from Revelation 20 referring to final, eternal separation from God following the last judgment — distinct from physical death, which every person experiences. Discussed plainly and without softening in Questions Five and Seven.


Theodicy


The branch of theology and philosophy concerned with reconciling the existence of a good and all-powerful God with the presence of evil and suffering in the world. The central concern of Dr. Elliot Braun’s objections throughout the dialogue.


Sanctification


The ongoing process by which a believer is transformed to become more like Christ after conversion — distinguishing why genuine Christians can still fail morally without that failure disproving the faith. Referenced in Question Four.



Biblical Reliability and History

Manuscript Evidence


The body of surviving handwritten copies of the New Testament — over 5,800 in Greek and more than 24,000 including early translations — used in Question Two to demonstrate the Bible’s textual reliability compared to other ancient documents such as the works of Caesar, Plato, and Aristotle.


Dead Sea Scrolls


A collection of approximately 900 ancient Jewish manuscripts discovered beginning in 1947 in caves near the Dead Sea, dating from roughly 250 BC to 68 AD, including a complete scroll of Isaiah that confirmed the Old Testament text had been faithfully preserved for a thousand years. Discussed in Question Two.


Masoretic Text


The traditional Hebrew text of the Old Testament, the oldest complete copies of which dated to around 900 AD prior to the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Compared favorably to the Dead Sea Scrolls in Question Two, confirming the Old Testament’s textual stability.


Council of Nicaea


A council of church leaders convened in 325 AD to address a dispute over the precise theological description of Christ’s divinity — not, as commonly misunderstood, to invent or vote on whether Jesus was divine. Addressed directly in Question Six.


Tacitus, Josephus, and Pliny the Younger


Non-Christian historians of the first and second centuries whose writings independently confirm the historical existence and crucifixion of Jesus. Cited extensively in Question Six as part of the case that more historical evidence exists for Jesus than for George Washington’s presidency.


The Pilate Stone


An inscribed stone discovered in 1961 at Caesarea Maritima bearing the name and title of Pontius Pilate, confirming his historical governorship of Judea — a figure some critics had previously considered possibly legendary. Cited in Question Two.


Minimal Facts Approach


A scholarly method for arguing the historical resurrection of Jesus using only facts agreed upon by the overwhelming majority of scholars, including skeptical ones — the crucifixion, the empty tomb, the resurrection appearances, and the transformation of the disciples. Used throughout Questions Three and Six.



The Socratic Method and the Dialogue

Socratic Dialogue


A method of inquiry, named for the ancient Greek philosopher Socrates, that pursues truth through a structured series of questions rather than direct argument or lecture — the format used throughout this entire book.


Provisionist Atonement


See Provisionism above. The specific application of this framework to the doctrine of the atonement — that Christ’s death is sufficient for and genuinely offered to every person, with the response of faith left to genuine human choice.


The Wager (Question Seven and Ten)


The argument that following Christ produces a better life even if Christianity is false, while rejecting Christ risks eternal consequence if it is true — making sincere examination of the evidence the only reasonable response regardless of one’s starting position.



––––––––
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Socrates Asks Each One: What Is Your Story?


Before the first question was placed on the table, Socrates did something unexpected. He did not open with a proposition or a thesis or a challenge. He simply looked around the room at the ten people who had agreed to come, and he asked each one the same question.




“Tell me,” he said. “How did you come to believe what you believe?”




What followed was not debate. It was testimony. Each person at the table spoke about the moment — or the accumulation of moments — that had brought them to where they now stood. And in listening to their stories, something important happened. The positions stopped being positions. The people became people.




What follows is their answer to Socrates’ question — in their own words, from their own lives.




Socrates — The Questioner

Role: Moderator and questioner. Socrates holds no theological position of his own at this table. His only commitment is to follow an honest argument wherever it leads.

I will tell you what I know about myself. I know that I know very little. This is not false modesty — it is the conclusion of a lifetime of asking questions and discovering that every answer produces three more questions in its place.




I was put to death by the city of Athens for corrupting the youth and impiety toward the gods. My accusers believed I was dangerous because I asked questions that made people uncomfortable. They were right that I asked the questions. They were wrong that questions are dangerous. It is the unasked question that destroys — the assumption that has never been examined, the belief that has never been tested, the life that has never been held up to honest scrutiny.




I am here because these are the most important questions human beings can ask. And I have found, across more years than I will number, that most people have never been given a safe place to ask them honestly.




I intend to provide that place tonight. I will ask questions of everyone at this table — including the pastor. No position will be protected simply because it is held with sincerity. Sincerity has never been a substitute for truth.




That is my story. Now — tell me yours.




Christian — The Pastoral Voice

Role: The representative of the Christian position. Provisionist in theological framework. Southern Baptist pastor. More than thirty-five years of ministry in Oklahoma.




I was not raised in church. Faith was not something my family talked about at the dinner table. I came to it the way a lot of people come to things that matter — by encountering something I could not explain and being honest enough to follow the question.




I did not grow up in a churchgoing home. Faith was not something my family talked about at the dinner table or lived out in any visible way. But when I was a child a church ran a bus ministry through our neighborhood — one of those programs where a van shows up on Sunday morning and picks up kids whose parents are not coming. I was one of those kids. I got on the bus. I heard the gospel for the first time in that setting. Something was planted then that I could not have named or explained at the time. I just knew I had heard something that mattered.




Years passed. I was seventeen years old and working a job when I was involved in a serious accident. I nearly lost my arm. I will not dress that up — it was the kind of moment that stops everything and forces you to look at your life from a completely different angle. In the time that followed — the recovery, the uncertainty, the long hours with nothing to do but think — God put people around me. Not preachers with polished arguments. Ordinary people who had something I did not have and were willing to sit with me and talk honestly about what it was.




Those conversations did what no argument had ever done. They moved me. Not because someone out-reasoned me but because I watched how these people lived inside the hard things and I wanted what they had. I received Christ in that season — not as a set of rules to follow but as a Person to know. That distinction has been the center of everything I have done since.




I did not become a Christian because someone argued me into it. I became a Christian because I ran out of explanations for what I was experiencing and I decided to be honest about that. Honesty is still the thing I ask of everyone I sit across from. It is all I am asking of anyone at this table tonight.




I went on to study theology formally — not because I needed credentials to believe but because I loved the questions enough to pursue them with discipline. I have been a pastor for more than thirty-five years in Oklahoma. I have sat with people in the worst moments of their lives. I have buried more people than I can count. I have watched faith sustain people through things that should have destroyed them — and I have watched the absence of faith leave people with nothing to hold onto when everything fell apart.




I am at this table because I believe the Christian faith is true. Not because it is comfortable — it is frequently not comfortable. Not because it is easy — it has cost me things I was not prepared to give. But because I have tested it against my own life and the lives of the people I have walked alongside for three and a half decades and it has held.




I do not expect everyone at this table to agree with me by the time we are finished. I do expect that everyone at this table will have had their questions taken seriously. That is the only promise I can make — and the only one I intend to keep.




I went on to study theology formally — not because I needed credentials to believe, but because I loved the questions enough to pursue them with discipline. I have been a pastor for more than thirty-five years. I have served in Oklahoma my entire ministry. I have sat with people in the worst moments of their lives. I have buried more people than I can count. I have watched faith sustain people through things that should have destroyed them — and I have watched the absence of faith leave people with nothing to hold onto when everything fell apart.




I am at this table because I believe the Christian faith is true. Not because it is comfortable — it is frequently not comfortable. Not because it is easy — it has cost me things I was not prepared to give. But because I have tested it against my own life and against the lives of the people I have walked alongside for three and a half decades, and it has held.

I do not expect everyone at this table to agree with me by the time we are finished. I do expect that everyone at this table will have had their questions taken seriously. That is the only promise I can make — and the only one I intend to keep.




Maya Thornton, 34 — Spiritual Skeptic

Yoga instructor and life coach. Grew up nominally religious. Left organized religion in her mid-twenties after a damaging experience with a controlling church community.




I grew up going to church on Christmas and Easter. It was cultural more than anything — something you did because your family did it, not because anyone had thought carefully about why. When I was in college I started exploring other things — meditation, yoga, Eastern philosophy. And what I found was that those things actually worked in my life in ways that the church never had.




Then in my mid-twenties I got connected with a church that was — I would call it spiritually intense. They had strong opinions about everything. About who you could be friends with, about what you should watch, about how you should feel. And for a while I thought that intensity was depth. It took me two years to figure out it was control.




When I left, I left everything. I was done with organized religion entirely. But I was not done with the spiritual. I believe there is something larger than myself. I believe in connection and energy and the reality of the unseen. I just do not believe that any one religion has the market cornered on what that something is.

My truth is my truth. That is not a dismissal of your truth. It is just an acknowledgment that maybe we are all finding our way to the same place by different roads.




Derek Ashworth, 48 — Moral Skeptic

Business owner. Former evangelical. Left the church over what he perceived as deep hypocrisy between stated beliefs and actual behavior.




I was all in. That is the only way to say it. I was not a casual churchgoer. I led a small group. I was on the elder board. I tithed. I defended the faith online and in conversations with friends. For almost twenty years I believed the evangelical church was the most important institution in America.




And then I watched it, over a period of about five years, become something I did not recognize. Leaders I had respected revealed themselves to be men I would never have trusted in my business. People who had preached about character voted for candidates who had none. Friends of mine — gay friends, people I loved — were treated in ways that had nothing to do with the Jesus I had read about in the Sermon on the Mount.




I did not leave because I stopped believing in God. I left because I looked at the church and looked at my own life outside the church, and I concluded that I was a more ethical person without it than most of the people inside it were with it. That is not a comfortable conclusion. But it is an honest one.




If there is a God, I would like to think He is more embarrassed by what is done in His name than I am.




Dr. Priya Nair, 41 — Scientific Skeptic

Neuroscientist at a research university. Born in India, raised in a Hindu household. Now functionally atheist.




I grew up with religion all around me. Hindu rituals, festivals, prayers. I found it beautiful and I still find it culturally meaningful. But I never found it epistemically convincing. Even as a child I wanted to know why we believed what we believed — and the answer was always some version of tradition or feeling or because that is what our family does.




I went into neuroscience because I am interested in how the brain works, and part of what makes the brain interesting is that it produces religious experience reliably, cross-culturally, and in ways that can be studied. The experience of the divine is real — as a neurological event. Whether it corresponds to anything outside the brain is a different question entirely.




I am not hostile to religious people. I have colleagues who are believers and they are excellent scientists. I simply think that what cannot be tested cannot be trusted as a guide to what is actually true about the universe. Religion asks me to accept things on faith. Science asks me to change my mind when the evidence demands it. I know which methodology has actually moved human knowledge forward.




I am here because I think these questions deserve rigorous examination. I am prepared to follow the evidence wherever it leads. I always am.




Professor Leonard Hale, 63 — Biblical Skeptic

Retired English literature professor. Raised Methodist. Agnostic. Has spent forty years reading and teaching the Bible as literature.




I have probably read the Bible more carefully than anyone else at this table. That is not a boast — it is a professional observation. I spent forty years teaching it as a literary document alongside Homer and Dante and Shakespeare, and I found it to be a remarkable piece of human writing. Complex, layered, contradictory in places, and deeply revealing of the cultures that produced it.




My journey away from faith was gradual. It began in graduate school when I started reading textual criticism seriously. The Bible I had been handed in my Methodist upbringing turned out to be far more complicated than I had been told. The questions of authorship, transmission, translation, and canonization — when you actually study those things, you cannot pretend they are simple.




I am not an angry atheist. I am genuinely agnostic — I do not know whether there is a God, and I am suspicious of anyone who claims to. What I do know is that the Bible is a human document produced by human beings in specific historical contexts, and reading it as the literal word of God requires a kind of interpretive leap I have never been able to make honestly.

I am curious what this pastor will say to that. I have heard most of the arguments. I am open to hearing one I have not.




Tyler Graves, 26 — No-Reason Skeptic

Works in logistics and shipping. Grew up in a churchgoing family. Drifted away at seventeen. Has not thought about it much since.




Honestly, I’m not really sure why I’m here. My buddy asked me and I didn’t have anything going on that night so I said sure.

I grew up going to church. My parents are still churchgoers. I’ve got nothing against it — it just kind of stopped making sense to me when I was a teenager and I never went back to it. Not because of anything dramatic. It just wasn’t part of my life anymore.




I don’t spend a lot of time thinking about whether God exists. I’ve got work, I’ve got friends, I’ve got stuff going on. It’s not that I’ve decided there’s no God. It’s more like — it just doesn’t come up.

If someone could show me a reason to think about it differently, I’d listen. I’m not closed off. I just haven’t seen the reason yet.




Carla Medina, 52 — Political Skeptic

Community organizer. Grew up Catholic in South Texas. Left organized religion when she concluded the church had traded the gospel for political influence.




I grew up in a Catholic household in a small town in South Texas where the church was the center of everything. The feast days, the quinceañeras, the funerals, the Way of the Cross on Good Friday. My grandmother’s faith was the most beautiful thing I have ever seen up close. I wanted that.




What I got instead, when I started paying attention to how religion actually operated in the public square, was something very different. I watched religious leaders endorse candidates who had nothing to do with the poor. I watched the language of scripture get weaponized against people my community was supposed to be serving. I watched the church become a constituency rather than a conscience.




My grandmother prayed for the poor and went to be with them. The institutions built in her tradition had learned to fundraise off of them instead.




I still believe in God — I think. But I want nothing to do with organized religion as I have experienced it in my lifetime. If this pastor can show me something different than what I have seen, I will listen. I am not holding my breath.




James Whitfield, 57 — Historical Skeptic

High school history teacher. African American. Respects the teachings of Jesus personally but will not align himself with Christianity as an institution.




I teach American history. That means I spend a significant portion of my professional life explaining to young people how the Bible was used to justify the enslavement of my ancestors. That is not ancient history. My great-great-grandmother was enslaved. The people who held her in bondage went to church on Sunday and read from the same book this pastor is going to quote tonight.

I want to be fair. I know there were Christians on both sides of that question. I know the abolitionists were often motivated by their faith. I know Frederick Douglass read the Bible. I know the Black church has been the backbone of survival and resistance in this country in ways that no other institution has matched.

But I also know that when you look at the full arc of history — the Crusades, the Inquisition, the colonization of Africa and the Americas, the residential schools, the blessing of apartheid — the church has spent a remarkable amount of its history on the wrong side of human dignity. That pattern is not accidental. That is institutional.




I am not here to be difficult. I am here because my students ask me these questions and I think I owe it to them to have thought it through carefully. So I am thinking it through.




Dr. Elliot Braun, 45 — Philosophical Skeptic

Philosophy professor. Jewish background. Has read Plantinga, Lewis, Flew, and Camus. Lost his seven-year-old daughter to leukemia four years ago.




I can give you the philosophical argument. I have given it in lectures and I have given it in published papers and I have given it at academic conferences. The problem of evil is not a new argument. It has been made more carefully and by more brilliant people than me, and the responses to it, while sometimes interesting, have never struck me as adequate.




But that is not really my story. My story is that four years ago my daughter Hannah died of leukemia. She was seven years old. She was the funniest person I have ever known. She used to correct my grammar at the dinner table and then laugh at her own joke before I could respond.




I prayed during those two years of treatment. I am embarrassed to tell you that now, because I did not believe in the God I was praying to and I knew it even as I prayed. I prayed anyway because there was nowhere else to put the desperation. And when she died, the silence of whatever I had been praying toward was the loudest thing I have ever heard.




So give me the philosophical argument if you want. I know them all. But what I actually want to know is whether anyone at this table has an honest answer for Hannah. Not for the argument. For Hannah.

Rachel Owens, 38 — Wounded Skeptic

Works in healthcare administration. Grew up in a rigid fundamentalist household. Left at twenty-two. Has been in therapy for the past six years working through what she now understands was spiritual abuse.

I do not know how much I want to say in front of people I just met. But I will say this much.




I grew up being told that God was watching everything I did and that everything I did was probably wrong. Shame was the primary spiritual currency in my household and in my church. Public correction. Exclusion as punishment. The Bible quoted at me not to illumine but to control.




My father was a deacon. The pastor was a man who spoke about grace on Sunday and who I watched use that same grace like a weapon from Monday through Saturday.




When I left at twenty-two I was not leaving God. I told myself I was leaving God, but what I was actually leaving was the version of God I had been handed, because that version was destroying me. The distinction between those two things has taken me six years of therapy to begin to understand.




I do not know what I believe. I know what I cannot go back to. I know what was done to me in God’s name. And I know that if the God being described at this table is the same God I grew up with, then this is going to be a very short conversation for me.

But I came. That means something, I think. I’m just not sure what yet.




Daniel Runningwater, 44 — Cultural / Ethnic Identity Skeptic

Enrolled member of the Cherokee Nation. Educator and cultural preservationist. His grandfather attended a Christian boarding school in the 1950s.




My grandfather’s name was given to him by a man who worked at the boarding school. His Cherokee name — the name his mother gave him, the name that meant something, the name that connected him to his people and his land and his story — was taken from him on the first day he arrived. He was told that name was heathen. He was told the Christian God did not recognize it.

He never spoke Cherokee again after he came home. Not because he forgot it. Because they had worked very hard to make him ashamed of it. And the thing that did that work wore a cross.




I am a fair man. I know that not every Christian participated in what happened
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