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To God, who writes the most beautiful stories in breath and words, flesh and bone. I’m eternally grateful for the story you’re writing through me. Without you, I have no story to tell. 
 
To Jonathan, Jacob, and Juliana, for giving me a reason to step away from the edge.
 
To India, for being the most difficult and magnificent place I’ve ever called home, and for teaching me what it means to find my strength in God.
 
 
 
 
 
 
Thank You!
 
By purchasing this book, you’re helping women around the world break the cycle of poverty and provide a brighter future for their families and the communities in which they live. A portion of the net proceeds from the sale of this book will be given to Convoy of Hope’s Women’s Empowerment Initiative. Convoy does important work in countries around the world to educate and train women in the developing world, giving them the skills necessary to earn an income and support their families, restoring hope and dignity where it’s sometimes been lacking. To learn more and hear the stories of women whose lives have been changed by this incredible ministry you can check them out online: 
www.convoyofhope.org/what-we-do/womens-empowerment/
 
 
 
 
 
 

Foreword
Put your seatbelt on. You are in for a ride that is likely to rock your world. Perhaps you have questions about God and His goodness. You may even find yourself disillusioned and disappointed. If so, it is no accident that you picked up this book. God will speak to you through Erica Barthalow’s personal journey.
 
It is no accident that you picked up this book.
 
Others have had similar experiences, but few others have been so open with their pain and doubt. Erica helps us see that every event in life works for our good. Though some circumstances are our own doing, God is right in the middle of it all—pursuing, gently guiding, whispering encouragement and calling us to a new level of intimacy with Him.
Though some questions will never be answered this side of heaven, Erica reminds us that God is inherently good. He doesn’t always do things our way, but we can trust Him to guard our back and guide us in the right direction.
Holy Doubt puts our doubts in perspective. Despite our questions and hardships, Erica helps us peer above life’s obstacles and find greater joy and peace.
Your story probably looks different than Erica’s. But you will likely find yourself in these pages.
May you look back on this book and say it helped you go to a new level of honesty, authenticity and trust. And as a result, Jesus has never felt closer.
 
Doree and Hal Donaldson
Founders of Convoy of Hope
 
 
 
 

Part I: Is God Good?
Those who believe they believe in God, but without passion in the heart, without anguish of mind, without uncertainty, without doubt, and even at times without despair, believe only in the idea of God, and not in God himself.
—UNAMUNO
 
 
 
 
 
 

Introduction
Once upon a time my life was not a fairy tale. Pretty far from it actually, and if you picked this book off the shelf I’m guessing maybe yours isn’t either. Let’s be honest; Life isn’t a fairy tale. Neither is faith. The tragedies of life can leave us shaking our fists in the air asking, “Where are you, God? Are you asleep? Do you see what’s happening down here?” and wondering if he’s even listening. 
If you’re reading this book, there’s a high probability that religion and God might be dirty words for you right now. Stirring up feelings of pain, hurt, and rejection. 
If that’s true, it’s quite likely that maybe you and God, and by default you and the church, were at one time on good terms, but right now you’re on the outs. For any number of reasons the relationship is broken and you feel burned by religion, the church, church people, God, or any combination thereof. You’re discouraged and disillusioned because your faith didn’t turn out the way you thought it should, or you feel like God, or the church, let you down in some way.
I get it. 
This book was written for you—to you.
Because I know how that feels.
In 2007, I found myself in exactly that spot, at a devastating crossroads between what I had been taught about God my entire life and what I was actually experiencing on a day to day basis. I was living in India as a missionary when my faith completely unraveled.
Awkward.
And a pretty big problem, because most of what I would’ve said about God during that time would not have been approved by our missions organization.
Some of what’s contained in these pages is extremely practical bits that emerged from a season in my life where I didn’t feel like God was trustworthy. Much of it is intensely personal, with the hope that my doubts, questions, and experiences will be of solace to you in your own struggles with God. You are not alone.
In her book Walking on Water, Madeline L’Engle says, “Generally what is more important than getting watertight answers is learning to ask the right questions.”1 I couldn’t agree more. Questions are powerful beyond measure, and they do not intimidate God. 
So dive deep, my friend. You never know where an honest question will lead you.
To that end, each section of Holy Doubt begins with a question that I needed to confront with honesty and wrestle through. It’s then illustrated by a snapshot from my life in India and the way those experiences influenced my view of God. 
While the book is organized into what appears to be some sense of order this was not a linear process. Oh, no. Quite the opposite. I didn’t move through one question per month, checking it off an imaginary list like a manic overachiever. There was a lot of overlapping and circling back to the same questions as they popped up over and over again. This story was drawn out over months and years and, quite frankly, I didn’t even recognize or realize the way my faith was changing at the time.
As I read books about God during my crisis of faith, I sometimes wanted to throw them across the room and scream, “You don’t understand my life!” Bold promises to give me answers to my deepest questions about God failed to deliver because they didn’t start where I was. Jumping right in with a 200-page exposition on the goodness of God left me cold because I just wasn’t there yet. It felt like they skipped over volumes and volumes of grit and pain—the hard stuff, the stuff I was actually feeling—and went straight for the canned, easy stuff I just couldn’t swallow anymore. 
More than anything I longed for the author to stop being a professor, droning on about what I should think and believe, and just be a human being, someone who could relate to my questions and uncertainty. I wanted common ground, a point of connection. I wanted to know they understood what it felt like to be at the bottom of a black hole of doubt wondering if they’d ever see daylight again, and from there show me the way out.
 
I wanted to know they understood what it felt like to be at the bottom of a black hole of doubt wondering if they’d ever see daylight again, and from there show me the way out.
 
Reading those books was like listening to a friend tell me about Mark—a really nice guy who volunteers at the humane society and never talks on his cell phone in the checkout line. But then I meet Mark for myself and he actually seems like a huge jerk. I rush back to my friend to tell her what I saw: “He punted a cat off the sidewalk, literally drop-kicked it into outer space, and then stole a cup of coffee right out of the hands of an old lady at the bus stop.” 
Clearly my experience with Mark doesn’t match her description, and this is her chance to explain his behavior. But instead of explaining the situation—that he was just kicking a really realistic looking stuffed animal back to some kids at the park and saving the old lady from scalding herself on a piping hot cup of joe—she just keeps telling me how great he is. Eventually, I start to tune her out and think she’s delusional, or at the very least that we have extremely different definitions of the phrase “nice guy.” 
Unfortunately, that was the case for some of the books I read. They extolled all the virtues of God and forgot to address my experiences that seemed incongruent.
Maybe you’ve built your entire life—your very foundation—on God, and now that base feels faulty and crumbly, like the earth is opening up under your feet and threatening to swallow you whole. I certainly remember what that feels like.
When my faith started to display the fissures of doubt, I didn’t know if I was going to make it back to God. He seemed like a dangerous and volatile place to put my trust. I wasn’t sure where (or if) I’d be standing when the earth finally quieted beneath my feet. Or if I even cared anymore. I just wanted the shaking to stop for five minutes.
This is the story of what my faith looked like when the dust settled. 
If you can relate, if you’re feeling unsettled and uncertain, you’re in the right place. Come with me to India. The place where I lost my religion—but found Jesus.
 
 
 
Chapter one

Abandoned
Northern India—October 2007
Inching my toes closer and closer to the edge of the steep cliff, I peered down the mountainside. The valley floor was obscured by ancient trees reaching evergreen branches toward me. Imagining myself tumbling down the side, I wondered if I would feel the punishing blows of each tree on my way down or if I would pass out before I hit the bottom. Numb. No longer caught in the suffocating grasp of anxiety or my own self-loathing, unable to feel any of that ever again. How I ached to feel nothing.
As I stood there contemplating how it would feel to step off that edge, a thought flitted through my mind. I wonder if they’ll ever find my body? Will my family think I just disappeared? That I left them? I sucked in my breath and stepped back, crushed to think they might believe I’d abandoned them. I never wanted my kids to know the weight of that rejection, because I knew exactly how it felt to be abandoned.
First Days in India—July 2007
Just three short months earlier, days after our arrival to India as missionaries, four of us were sitting around on flimsy plastic lawn chairs in the near-empty living room of our friends’ rented apartment in Gurgaon, a growing suburb of New Delhi. Scanning the room, I noticed mold blooming on the wall across from me causing the paint to flake into a pile of powdery white dust on the floor. My eyes nervously tracked back and forth as I watched my two toddlers race their Hot Wheels cars through it, leaving ashy crisscross tracks across the floor. My inner mother bear was roaring at me to get up and snatch them off the floor, pin them to my lap, and save them from a lifetime of lung disease.
As I watched them play and fought my instincts, my mind raced back to our second night in the country. 
Our hotel room was dark and quiet except for the even breathing of my husband, Jonathan, and our two children, barely audible above the mechanical hum of the air conditioning unit that perched in the corner attempting a futile fight against the humidity of monsoon season in Northern India. We’d only been in the country for one full day, and already life was pressing in on me like the thick humidity. As I laid in the bed and stared at the gaping hole in the wall of the bathroom where mosquitos were swarming into our room I thought, What have we done?  
A few hours earlier when we checked into the last available room in the last available guest house in the city, we opened the large wooden door to reveal what, upon first glance, appeared to be a nice clean place to lay our heads for a few days before we made the long trek to our new home in the foothills of the Himalayas. 
However, after a closer look, I asked Jonathan with bewilderment, “Does it look like the covers are moving to you?” Stepping in for closer inspection, Jonathan looked back at me with a strange expression on his face, confirming my suspicions. 
We would be sharing our bed with a colony of ants!  
Dead ones, live ones, brown and black ones. It was like we’d entered a macabre Dr. Seuss story. I wanted to shut the door, get a cab, and head straight to another hotel. But we didn’t have any other options. Turning my gaze back to the bed, I could see dead ants trapped in the cottony tomb of the pillowcases, and the live ones marching across the sheets and bed cover as if Napoleon were leading them into battle.  
Jonathan promptly turned on his heel, stepped out the door to the front desk, and asked if they could rustle up new sheets for us. Nearly an hour later, we were still waiting and beginning to give up on the idea of fresh linens, when we were interrupted by a timid knock. A small man stood at the door holding a haplessly folded dingy sheet complete with dirty boot prints. It looked like it had been snatched right off the supply room floor, but it had one thing going for it--no ants! 
Now that the excitement was over, and my entire family was sleeping peacefully, I slipped in my earbuds and locked my iPod on a continuous loop of Rita Springer’s “Worth it All.” While they slept that night, the lyrics: It’s gonna be worth it, gonna be worth it, it’s gonna be worth it all, I believe this, repeated in my ears, and I prayed. I prayed for the overwhelming needs of a country so vast and desperate that our family seemed insignificant. Little did I know, that night was only the first storm in what would become a tempest of fear and doubt that would grow until it threatened to destroy me. 
“Erica, you’re the calmest mom I’ve ever seen in India,” my friend Chad said with a chuckle, snapping me back to the present and causing me to push pause on my trip down memory lane and my mental argument with my overprotective mom instincts. Re-engaging in the conversation about our upcoming trip to the Taj Mahal, I wanted to laugh out loud. If he only knew what I was thinking. Instead, I just stared at him.
 “So Chad, what are your best tips for a trip to the Taj?” Jonathan asked. Having been to the iconic landmark dozens of times with various missions teams over the years, Chad had a wealth of advice to offer. 
What we didn’t know, and his advice could not have prepared us for, was that our first visit to the majestic tourist spot would spiral down into the “best left forgotten” annals of our family history. Memories of us sprinting the quarter mile from the Taj back to the bathrooms at the entrance of the shrine with my three-year-old son, Jacob, in dire need of the facilities—while an Indian family trailed us like bloodhounds, oblivious of our trajectory, begging to take our picture—haunt me to this day.
But I digress.
If Chad could have peeked inside my head that day he would have seen that I was actually a hot mess of anxiety and fear. I just hid it well. Not wanting anyone to see the worry beginning to creep into my mama’s heart, sowing tiny seeds of anxiety and doubt, I put on a brave face.
 
Not wanting anyone to see the worry beginning to creep into my mama’s heart, sowing tiny seeds of anxiety and doubt, I put on a brave face.
 
From the moment we stepped off the plane as newly appointed missionaries, two toddlers in tow, we were ready to take on the world, armed with nothing but naive enthusiasm and sheltered faith. In the interview process to become missionaries we may have actually used the phrase, “start a revolution” to describe our unbridled excitement to share Jesus with the Indian people. All of the optimism and idealism you read in that sentence, oh yes, it’s all there. All. Of. It. I remember thinking the expressions of the veteran missionaries who sat across the table from us seemed a bit amused. But no matter. We were going to turn India upside down. 
Now here we were, only a few days into our mission, and I was already beginning to wonder if I had it backwards. Was India going to turn me upside down? 
Because even though I put up a brave front, I didn’t feel calm as my children slept with a colony of ants at the guesthouse, and I didn’t feel calm as we raced to the bathroom at the Taj—finally being forced to take precious seconds to explain, “I’m sorry, we can’t take a picture with you right now, our son has to use the restroom!” And I didn’t feel calm sitting in the living room watching the kids play in moldy dust. I imagined them twenty years down the road, wheezing and wheeling around their own personal oxygen tanks courtesy of that dust. 
Before we moved to India I was a laid back mom, unflappable and unruffled. But the overwhelming unfamiliarity of our surroundings was making me wonder if I had any idea what we had gotten ourselves into. I could already feel India erasing the old, familiar me, the me I recognized, and remaking me even then. And I wasn’t sure I liked this new version.
 
 
 
chapter two

The Unraveling
Northern India—August 2007
After our epic trip to the Taj, where my soaring expectations crashed and burned into a drastically different reality, we finally pulled up to our new home in the foothills of the Himalayan mountains and it seemed clear I should brace myself for some more mismatched expectations. Our friend, Tim, pulled onto the shoulder, put the car in park, and announced a little too cheerfully for my taste, “Here we are!”
I thought, Huh? What do you mean, “Here we are?” What’s here? All evidence of civilization had been left miles behind us as we motored our way higher and higher into the clouds. Not that I had seen any of it, because my eyes were squeezed shut to keep myself from diving into the floorboard each time we passed a lorry, horn blaring and lights flashing, on the one-and-a-half-lane-wide-road with no guardrail. Remnants of past wreckage littering the valley floor confirmed I was right to worry.
As I opened my eyes I thought, What is he talking about? Clearly, we’re in the middle of nowhere. I don’t know exactly what I expected to find when we reached our new home, but this definitely wasn’t it. 
Looking out my window, all I saw to the left was the sheer mountain face the road was carved from, and on the right a dizzying drop-off with a spotty view through the clouds to the valley 8,000 feet below. The Indus River glinted in the distance like a silver necklace in the sunlight.
Craning my neck, the only building in the vicinity and in my line of sight was a square cement structure set just off the road, caked in a color best described as electric mint green. It had bars for a door and what appeared to be some sort of shrine nestled inside. That was obviously not our house (at least I hoped not). 
Then I saw it.
A green tin roof sat protectively atop the gray stone two-story house tucked deep into the side of the mountain, mostly hidden by a thick canopy of trees and an overgrown cottage garden. As I walked to the edge and looked down at the trail leading to the house I thought, rather melodramatically, So this is it. This is how it all ends. My children are going to die here. Images of them carelessly playing too close to the edge and falling off in a tragic split second of inattention filled my mind. Shuddering, I turned away. 
We carefully picked and slid our way down the slope toward the house dodging cow patties and trying to avoid the hulking form of a gray langur monkey stationed in one of the trees, branch bowing under the burden of his hefty frame. I felt a little like Hansel and Gretel as they approached the witch’s cottage, a bit of excitement mixed with a good amount of dread.
Walking up the cement steps to the small landing outside our
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