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Afterword

You’re Not Crazy and You’re Not Alone

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.

 – Miguel de Unamuno

 

Before doubt, I thought that faith was a matter of correct beliefs. My religious teachers taught me so: that if I didn’t hold the right beliefs, or at least say that I held them, I would be excommunicated from my community, and perhaps, after death, from God’s presence. They taught me this not to be cruel but because they themselves had been taught the same thing, and they were working hard, sometimes desperately, to be faithful to the rules as they understood them. I tried to do the same, and I would still be doing so today if not for doubt.

Doubt chipped away at those beliefs, one agonising blow at a time, revealing that what actually mattered wasn’t the paint of beliefs but the clear window of faith, faith as a life orientation, faith as a framework of values and spirituality, faith as a commitment to live into a deep vision of what life can be, faith as a way of life, faith expressing itself in love.

For all those years, when I said, ‘I believe’, I thought I understood what I was doing. But more was going on, so much more.

Cradled in the snug nest of my faith community, inside the brittle shell of beliefs, faith was quietly incubating. The cracking open of my beliefs was not the destruction of faith but its liberation into a new tender stage, a new fledgling consciousness, a new freedom to stretch my wings and fly. Looking back, I now see that underneath arguments about what I believed to be true factually, something deeper and truer was happening actually.

For example, whether or not the creation story happened factually as described in Genesis, I was committing myself to live in the world as if it actually were a precious, beautiful, meaningful creation, and as if I were too.

Whether or not there was a factual tree in a factual garden with a factual talking snake, I was committing myself to actually live in the world aware that I have good and just limits that I should not exceed, no matter how tempting the fruit of power, pleasure, profit or pride.

Whether or not the Exodus story factually happened in history, I was committing to live in the world as if I, and all my fellow humans, were actually on a journey from oppression to liberation.

Whether or not Jesus was factually born of a literal virgin, or walked on literal water, or multiplied literal bread, I was committing myself to live in the world as if what seems humanly impossible may actually become possible if we dare to live generously, against all odds.

What mattered most was not that I believed the stories in a factual sense, but that I believed in the meaning they carried so I could act upon that meaning and embody it in my life, to let that meaning breathe in me, animate me, fill me. The meaning was the hidden treasure, the hidden pearl, the spirit of the story hidden in its letters and words and punctuation.1 Whether I considered the stories factually accurate was never the point; what actually mattered all along was whether I lived a life pregnant with the meaning those stories contained. To my surprise, when I was given permission to doubt the factuality of my beliefs, I discovered their actual life-giving purpose.

Looking back on my dance with belief and doubt, I do have regrets, at least a few. I regret all the energy I invested in perfecting beliefs, promoting them, defending them and imposing them on others. I regret how I used my beliefs as a yardstick to measure, judge, accept and reject others, and myself. I regret how much deference I showed to belief-police and doctrinal gatekeepers who were more like prison guards than good shepherds. My regrets fuel this hope: that future generations will learn to guide people beyond obsession with beliefs and into faith, faith that breathes meaning into life.

In spite of these regrets, I do not regret my journey of faith and doubt, because I do not regret who I have become. Faith and doubt together have made me who I am. I wouldn’t want to live without either.

When I began my descent into doubt nearly fifty years ago, I felt utterly alone. Almost nobody talked about doubt; it was like confessing to a crime. Books on the subject aimed to lay doubts to rest as quickly and decisively as possible. Good Christians (and, I’m sure, good people of other religions) were expected, quickly and privately, to mend their doubts like an embarrassing tear in their trousers and, failing that, to silence and suppress their doubts, to fake confidence and certainty in desperate hope that the next sermon, hymn, praise song, conference, book or prayer would be the silver bullet that would vanquish doubt forever.

We doubters learned that it’s hard enough to go through doubt, and even harder to do so in secret and alone, and harder still to do so while having to pretend you’re not doubting at all.

But thankfully, the times are changing. First, a few pioneers ‘came out of the closet’ as questioners and doubters.2 Then a few more. Their courage created space for others.

One of those pioneers was my friend and colleague Rachel Held Evans. When I was first writing about her in the Preface, she was vital, alive, full of plans. When I was working on an early draft of the previous chapter, she died suddenly of complications from the flu and infection. She was only thirty-seven, the same age as my oldest daughter of the same first name, and she died on the morning of my sixty-third birthday. Rachel was widely known and deeply loved as a writer whose work explored ‘faith, doubt, and life in the Bible Belt’.3

As I grieved, I went through my email archives and relived our interactions. I hadn’t yet heard of her when she emailed me for the first time in 2009:

Hi, Brian. I’m a fellow author and a big fan of your writing. Just wanted to let you know that I’ll be at the conference next week in Chattanooga and will probably flag you down at some point to get you to sign a book or two! :-) It’s exciting to have such a progressive conference in this part of the country, and I appreciate you stopping by the Bible Belt. I’ll be driving down each day from my hometown of Dayton, Tennessee—home of the Scopes Monkey Trial of 1925! Looking forward to your presentation in the Scenic City. Let me know if you need any restaurant recommendations, or if you want to take a tour of Monkey Town!

We met at the conference, got lunch at a local taco place, and immediately became friends. After the conference, she sent me an encouraging note.4 In the years that followed, more and more of our communication involved me sending her encouraging notes, because Rachel dared to speak freely and without apology to a new generation about her questions and doubts, always with piercing clarity and resilient grace. Her reputation and influence quickly and deservedly grew, in large part because of her courageous vulnerability, which she conveyed with bold yet tender honesty, as in this 2014 blog post entitled ‘I Don’t Always Tell You’:

I don’t always tell you about the mornings I wake up and feel the absence of God as though it were a presence—thick and certain, remembered all over again the way you remember in the morning that someone you love has died.

... I don’t always tell you about how sometimes I’m not sure I want to bring kids into a world like this one, a world so full of suffering.

... What do you do when the religion that is supposed to give you comfort and direction is the cause of your pain and confusion?

What do you do when religious people respond to your questions by calling you names? By mocking you? By casting you out?

I don’t always tell you about the depth of my doubt.

I don’t always tell you about how the cynicism settles in, like a diaphanous fog.

Or about how sometimes, just the thought of reading one more Christian book I only half believe exhausts and bores me.

... Sometimes it frightens me, how effortlessly I can move from belief to unbelief as one would move from room to room.

... I don’t always tell you, because when a reader says, “I love it when you write something VULNERABLE!” I wonder if she really means it, if she really wants to know that the demon whose voice she thinks she’s quieted in her own heart is screaming like hell in mine, and that the scariest thing about being VULNERABLE, about exposing myself to the world without a religion or a platform or a “brand” for protection, is that I might lose them for good ... or, perhaps, learn that I can breathe without them.

And that’s not exactly the sort of born again experience the publishers pay for.5

Once, when a well-known preacher tried to reduce doubt to a cover-up for sexual shame (‘You’re doubting because you slept with someone you shouldn’t have’), Rachel firmly but graciously took him to task:

As I’ve written before, the doubts I wrestled with most profoundly as a young adult were doubts related to salvation and religious pluralism. Those doubts often took the form of a single question in my mind: “Did Anne Frank go to hell?”

I cannot think of a more trite, inappropriate response to that question than, “Tell me who you’re sleeping with.” ... As I’ve said on multiple occasions, most young adults I know aren’t looking for a religion that answers all of their questions, but rather a community of faith in which they feel safe to ask them. A good place to start in creating such a community is to treat young adults like the complex human beings they are, and to take their questions about faith seriously.6

Rachel had a knack for capturing the heart of an issue in a simple sentence, like this one, for example: ‘I remain convinced that serious doubt, the kind that leads to despair, does not begin when we start asking God questions, but when out of fear, we stop.’7 Or this one (echoing another gifted writer on the topic of faith and doubt, Kathy Escobar): ‘[F]or all the people who come up to me at book signings with tears streaming down their faces because they feel so isolated in their journey through questions and doubt, I am thrilled that I can say ... “you’re not crazy, and you’re not alone.’’ ’8

Rachel was hailed in the New York Times as ‘the voice of the wandering Evangelical’, a woman who evolved ‘to a faith that left room for doubt’ and helped ‘thousands to question, find safety in their doubts and learn to believe in new ways’.9 Elsewhere she was described as a ‘doubt-filled prophet’, and although I think she may have quarrelled with the word ‘prophet’, she was not ashamed of her doubts.10

Many of us noted that Rachel’s last blog post addressed the subject of death and concluded with the words, ‘You are not alone. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust’.

Doubt, many of us know, can feel a lot like death.

I imagine a baby who has been comfortably protected in a mother’s womb for nine months. I imagine how that first contraction interrupts her world. The pressure must be terrifying. Then, more and more waves of pressure come, and then, the fresh, fragile life feels she is being torn from life itself. She finds herself unable to resist as she is squeezed with agonising pressure through a suffocatingly tight passage that feels like the end, like annihilation. Then, when it seems like her situation couldn’t get any worse, she finds herself expelled into cold, dry, foreign emptiness rather than warm, familiar waters. She feels terrified by unintelligible lights that pierce the comforting, all-enveloping darkness she has always known. Noise surrounds her, harsh and uninterpretable sounds that are so different from the gentle pulse of her mother’s heartbeat. She feels the need to do something she has never done before, to breathe. No wonder her first breath becomes a cry.

Birth to an infant surely feels like a cruel end to life as she has known it. It is surely the worst thing that has ever happened in her entire nine-month gestation.

But the worst things can be the doorway to the best things. Milk. A tender kiss. A warm blanket in even warmer arms. A smiling face full of bottomless acceptance and adoration. Outside the window, a robin sings and the wind whispers of a whole new world to explore, and beyond that, uncountable stars.

Doubt need not be the death of faith. It can be, instead, the birth of a new kind of faith, a faith beyond beliefs, a faith that expresses itself in love, a deepening and expanding faith that can save your life and save the world.

I cannot prove it. I do not know it with bombproof certainty. But this is my faith, for you, for me, for all creatures great and small. Like Rob in the previous chapter, I find myself saying, ‘Well, I’m still alive now. And right now. And right now. That’s a pretty wonderful thing. A gift. A wonder. A surprise.’ And like Hannah, I find myself loving what’s left with all the time I have left. Like Rachel and growing numbers of ‘faith after doubters’ every day, I feel I can exhale and breathe free because I don’t have to hide my doubts or fear them.

As I wrote this book, not only did I grieve the unexpected death of Rachel Held Evans, a sister in faith after doubt, but I also accompanied my mother through her last months of life on earth. She was ninety-two and lived a good, long life, full of faith and, to all appearances, virtually untouched by doubt.

For the last five years, she was a widow, and in her last few years of widowhood, dementia slowly but surely stole her capacities. For a while, she took pride in using her computer and staying in touch with others through email, until one day, she forgot how to use her computer and never seemed to miss it. Later, the same thing happened with her phone. For a few months, she lost interest in eating; she just forgot how to feel hungry. Near the end, she became too frail to walk but couldn’t remember that she couldn’t walk, and so she suffered a series of falls. Her frailty and dependence created a new tenderness between us, reversing roles from my childhood when she fed me, changed me, bathed me, combed my hair, read to me and helped me feel safe in a vast, fast and scary world. Through it all, her simple faith remained sincere, pure, unwavering.

In some of my very earliest childhood memories, I am sitting in a classroom in a chair too big for me, my legs swinging far from the floor. My mum is teaching a Bible class to a group of older children using a felt board and flannel-backed figures. In one scene, Jesus sits under a tree, surrounded by children who are, in the terms of an old Sunday school song, ‘red and yellow, black and white’. In another scene, Jesus holds a single stray sheep he has just retrieved, surrounded by the flock of ninety-nine to which it is being returned. In another scene, Jesus sits on a rock on a hillside, his disciples standing around him, listening to him teach. In scene after scene, Jesus is the central figure: calling Lazarus out of the tomb, standing between a woman and some men who want to kill her by stoning, healing a paralytic who has just been lowered through a deconstructed roof, hanging on a cross with Roman soldiers gathered around him, talking to Mary Magdalene outside an empty tomb.

In the terms I use here, my mother seldom ventured into Complexity and, as far as I could tell, never into Perplexity. Simplicity was her lifelong spiritual home, and since the perimeter of that space was not terribly broad or wide, she went deep, not necessarily through intellect but through intuition and emotion. Because Jesus and his love were so central to her, in the deepest heart of her Simplicity, she discovered a bottomless well of love. That love became for her the ‘sound of the genuine’, and as a result, she developed a spirituality that transcended her stated theology.

When dementia drained away her desire to attend the church service offered at her assisted living facility, love remained. When dementia sapped her enjoyment of reading – including reading her beloved leather-bound large-print Bible – love remained. When dementia erased a few more of her memories every day until my brother and I held more of her story than she did, even then, love remained. It was a simple love, a pure, deep love, and in the end, it revealed itself as the realest, most durable and most striking thing about her beautiful, long, generous life.

One of her sisters also experienced dementia in her final years. I remember visiting my aunt about a year before her death. Her companion/caretaker welcomed me in and then my aunt showed me around her home, stopping to tell me one by one about the people in photographs above her fireplace. She pointed to my mother, having no idea that I already knew who she was. ‘That’s my sister. I can’t remember her name, but she was married to a doctor and she had two cute little boys.’ A few minutes later, we sat on her sofa and she looked at me with the warmest smile and said, ‘I am so glad you have come to visit me, dear, but I just can’t remember who you are!’

I saw that same primal love in my mother’s eyes in her final months. It was love that didn’t depend on who the other was, because it reflected who she was. (I know that dementia is much more vicious to many people than it was to my mother and her sister, taking the parts of their brains that make love even possible, and this is no fault of theirs.)

Age, frailty and dementia took one capacity after another from my mother, until eventually, love was all she had left. Could that be her final message to the world, her final gift to her son, a doubting believer?

People often ask me what my parents thought of my books. I know they read some of them cover to cover, but others, I don’t think so. Because their faith remained largely in the zones of Simplicity and Complexity, I think they felt I was prescribing medicine for conditions they didn’t suffer from. (My dad was a doctor, so the metaphor seems apt.) They winced whenever my work (or my character) was the target of a hostile review or editorial in a religious magazine they subscribed to, but they never once asked me to back down. And I think I know why: they understood that even if doubt wasn’t a problem for them personally, it was a problem for others. That made it a problem they cared about because they cared for others. I think more and more people who do not struggle with doubt are coming to realise this, as their congregations ‘shrink and wrinkle’. If they keep driving doubters away, especially young doubters, they will soon be sitting in an otherwise empty building. The reality of doubt is a problem that directly or indirectly affects all of us, doubters and non-doubters, so the gains and losses of doubt touch everyone.

As I reread a late draft of this manuscript, a new realisation came to me. I came to see that the greatest loss I experienced through doubt was the loss of supremacy, and that loss was one of my greatest gains. (By greatest I mean the loss that was deepest, most significant, most subtle and most wonderful.) The beliefs I held so piously had, for all my life, without my consent or even awareness, contributed to a sense of religious privilege, superiority and supremacy. Those beliefs deserved to be doubted, and if I had not doubted them, that supremacy would still reign as a covert monarch in my psyche.

The process of doubt not only dethroned that sense of religious supremacy; it took away the taste for supremacy of any kind. On this side of Perplexity, I don’t want to be better than anyone. I don’t want to win in any way that makes others lose. I even wince a little whenever I speak of the four stages, because I know that some people will interpret them in a way that makes Stage Four supreme, and that thought repulses me. Harmony is, at its heart, a state and stage that loves solidarity, not supremacy. If it took the agony of doubt to bring me to this place, then thanks be to God, and blessed be doubt.

I imagine you feel the same way. The more we hear the sound of the genuine, the more the deepest habits of our hearts are renovated and remodelled in the way of love, and the more supremacy loses its appeal. Faith after doubt is faith after supremacy. Instead of standing over others as judges or ruling over others as commanders, we want to join with one another in the circle dance of love and joy. Instead of winning over others and using them in our schemes for profit and prestige, we want to feast with them at a round table as siblings. Instead of analysing others, showing their logical inconsistencies and exposing their hidden agendas, we want to join with them as co-creators of a better world and a new day, as part of the community of all creation. We gladly trade supremacy for solidarity.

The road to faith after doubt is often lonely. But beyond the loneliness, you discover a place of solidarity where everything is sacred and everything belongs, including your doubts and including you. This replacement of supremacy with solidarity, I imagine, involves an actual rewiring or re-patterning of our brains.

You’ll remember that way back in Chapter 2, I offered a simple description of the human brain, using the metaphor of a three-member committee. We begin life with our instinctive brain, our oldest, fastest and most highly developed committee member, geared towards survival, safety and pleasure. Then we emerge into our intuitive brain, that great facilitator of relationships and belonging. Then, our intellectual brain comes online, specialising in independent analytical thought, in forming beliefs and opinions and in discerning meaning. As we grow, to one degree or another, we learn to integrate these three modules or members of the brain committee into one whole person.

In some of us, survival and pleasure predominate. In some, relationships and belonging predominate. In some, beliefs and opinions predominate. But as we mature, some of us, like Rachel, like my mother, create a whole-brained, whole-hearted, whole-self integration in which love infuses the whole, integrating instinct, intuition and intellect in the service of the common good. You might say we lean into Harmony or we practise Harmony, even though we may be currently centred in Simplicity, Complexity or Perplexity. And how do we do it? We let our supremacy wiring be deconstructed, and we rewire our brains for solidarity.

We surrender the supremacy of our ego, our self-centred demands for power, pleasure, prestige, prominence. We surrender the supremacy of our group, whether that group is defined by religion, race, politics, nationality, economic class, social status or whatever. We even surrender the supremacy of our species, realising that humans can’t survive and thrive unless the plankton and trees, the soil and bees and the climate and seas thrive too. We gladly shed supremacy to make room for solidarity. That gain, we discover, is worth every cost.

Faith after doubt, we might say, means living beyond supremacy. For all of the problems with traditional beliefs, at least they told us that there is a supreme being, and we are not It. In other words, at their best, those beliefs humbled us and tried to dethrone us from our individual supremacy, teaching us that life isn’t about me and life is bigger than my little personal agenda. Sadly, though, those same beliefs too often kept supremacy alive for us on a bigger scale. Our religious communities began speaking humbly to God, and then they spoke boldly about God, and then they spoke proudly for God, until too often they spoke arrogantly as if they were God. Our gods became our mascots and symbolised the supremacy of our race, nation, tribe, or religion.

Doubt, we might say, can liberate us from these supremacist projections. It is our way of deconstructing a foolish, ego-driven faith and preparing the way for a meaningful life – and a life-giving faith – beyond supremacy.

As we release our desperate grasp on supremacy, as the desire to dominate slips through our fingers, something in us dies. Much is lost or forgotten, deemed not worth remembering. But in the letting go, something new comes, is born, begins, grows: a sense of connection, of not-aloneness, of communion and union and belonging. We descend from the ladders and pedestals we have erected, and we rejoin the community of creation, the network of shalom, the ecosystem of harmony. The loss is no small thing, but the gain is incomparably greater.

In that spirit of solidarity, I conclude this book with three benedictions to you, wherever you are on your journey through faith and doubt into deeper, wider, wilder faith. The first is adapted slightly from a poem by Rainer Maria Rilke.11

God speaks to each of us as God makes us,

then walks with us silently out of the night.

These are the words we dimly hear:

You, sent out beyond your recall,

go to the limits of your longing.

Embody me.

Flare up like a flame

and make big shadows I can move in.

Let everything happen to you: beauty and terror.

Just keep going. No feeling is final.

Don’t let yourself lose me.

Nearby is the country they call life.

You will know it by its seriousness.

Give me your hand.

The second benediction comes from my friend Rev. Kathi McShane, an exceptional Methodist minister in California. In these words adapted from William Sloane Coffin, she invites us to bring all of ourselves, all our capacities of mind, heart and body, and instead of selling ourselves (and God) short, to risk ‘something big for something good’. Whatever faith after doubt is, it is not simply a set of disembodied opinions or beliefs (or denials of opinions and beliefs). In dangerous times on a small planet, faith after doubt is an embodied, whole-self commitment to ‘flare up like a flame’ (as Rilke said), to let our hearts be set on fire by the truth and love of a Mystery bigger than we can ever fully grasp.12

May God bless you, keep you, be gracious to you.

May God give you grace never to sell yourself—or God—short.

Grace to risk something big for something good.

Grace to remember that the world is now too dangerous for anything but truth,

And too small for anything but love.

So may God take your mind and think through it.

May God take your lips and speak through them.

May God take your hands and do good with them.

May God take your heart and set it on fire.

Finally, I offer this simple benediction, modelled on the beatitudes, to remind you that your honest doubts are not a curse but, rather, a blessing indeed:

Blessed are the curious, for their curiosity honours reality.

Blessed are the uncertain and those with second thoughts, for their minds are still open.

Blessed are the wonderers, for they shall find what is wonderful.

Blessed are those who question their answers, for their horizons will expand forever.

Blessed are those who often feel foolish, for they are wiser than those who always think themselves wise.

Blessed are those who are scolded, suspected and labelled as heretics by the gatekeepers, for the prophets and mystics were treated in the same way by the gatekeepers of their day.

Blessed are those who know their unknowing, for they shall have the last laugh.

Blessed are the perplexed, for they have reached the frontiers of contemplation.

Blessed are they who become cynical about their cynicism and suspicious of their suspicion, for they will enter the second innocence.

Blessed are the doubters, for they shall see through false gods.

Blessed are the lovers, for they shall see God everywhere.

Reflection and Action

 

1. In this chapter, I recall the lives of two people I loved who died as this book was being written. Reflect on key people who have positively influenced your journey of faith and doubt.

2. Discuss the role of supremacy and solidarity in your life and in our civilisation at large.

3. Respond to this sentence: ‘We doubters learned that it’s hard enough to go through doubt, and even harder to do so in secret and alone, and harder still to do so while having to pretend you’re not doubting at all.’

4. Respond to this sentence as well: ‘I came to see that the greatest loss I experienced through doubt was the loss of supremacy.’

5. How do you feel about the choice of the Rilke poem as the first of three benedictions that end this book? What lines or images from the poem most speak to you now, and why? Respond from your heart to the final line of the poem: ‘Give me your hand’.

6. Similarly, respond to the McShane/Coffin benediction and the ‘doubters’ beatitudes’. Feel free to acknowledge anything that is problematic for you. Then affirm what you most need to hear.

7. Briefly skim back over this whole book. What is one big (or small) idea and one deep (or simple) feeling that you will take with you from this book? What ideas or insights might you want to share with others? To whom might you recommend this book, and why?
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Appendix I. The Four Stages of Faith



	 


	SIMPLICITY


	COMPLEXITY


	PERPLEXITY


	HARMONY





	PERCEPTION

 


	Dualistic

 


	Pragmatic

 


	Critical/

Relativistic


	Integral/

Holistic





	FOCUS


	Right or wrong


	Success or failure


	Honest/authentic experience or dishonest/inauthentic experience


	Inclusion and transcendence





	MOTIVE

 

 

 

 

 


	Pleasing authority figures, being right (or 

considered right)


	Achieving goals, being successful (or considered successful)

 

 


	Seeing through 

appearances to reality, being honest, authentic, true to myself


	Finding connection, seeing things whole, making contribution

 





	KEY VALUES


	Being right/clean/good, obeying 

authorities, staying faithful to tradition, remaining loyal to in-group


	Being 

free and 

independent, winning, succeeding, achieving goals


	Being fair, 

acknowledging bias and mistakes, 

facing 

inconvenient truths


	Being 

compassionate, seeking common good





	ASSUMPTION

 

 

 

 


	Everything is known or knowable

 

 


	Everything is doable or possible

 

 


	Everyone has an opinion; every viewpoint is a view from a point


	We are all connected, part of a greater whole

 





	AUTHORITY FIGURES


	Leaders who know and teach the right answers, God-like


	Coaches who can help me succeed


	Manipulators who control the naive and trusting


	Fallible people like you and me





	US/THEM


	Good/Evil


	Winners/Losers


	Honest/

Dishonest


	Part of a 

Bigger Us





	LIFE IS ...


	A war


	A game


	A joke, a

quest and/or a deception


	A mysterious gift





	IDENTITY


	Dependent or co-dependent


	Increasingly independent


	Counter-

dependent


	Interdependent





	BELONGING


	I am part of the good, right and true group


	I am part of the successful, effective and winning team


	I am one of the honest, thoughtful and 

independent individuals


	I am seeking understanding, 

connection and the 

common good, even with 

opponents and enemies





	GOD IS ...


	Supreme Being, almighty protector, warrior, law-giver, patron, patriarch


	Encourager and guide who can help me prosper and succeed


	Myth or a mystery


	Loving presence, creative wisdom, known through 

experience and metaphor 





	CORE 

QUESTION


	What do our authority 

figures say?


	What are the steps to success?


	What is the hidden agenda or bias I need to be suspicious of?


	What part can I play for the common good?





	MISTAKES ARE ...


	Legal infractions, moral failures, 

disobedience to authorities, ignorance of the rules


	Lack of commitment, preparedness, effort, positive attitude


	Failure to question, challenge, think critically


	Inevitable, part of learning and growth





	STRENGTHS


	Highly committed, willingness to sacrifice


	Enthusiasm, eagerness to learn, idealism, action


	Honesty, 

curiosity, 

critical thinking


	Integrates previous strengths, with greater depth and wider circle of compassion





	WEAKNESSES


	Narrow-

minded, judgemental, combative, willing to inflict suffering, false certainty


	Superficial, naive, overly pragmatic, excessive confidence


	Aloof, 

uncommitted, cynical, 

suspicious, elitist, depressed


	Susceptible to previous weaknesses





	GOOD NEWS


	Wrongs can be forgiven


	Help is available


	You are 

encouraged to question and challenge the status quo


	Everything belongs, all are connected, all life is sacred





	ATTITUDE TOWARDs DOUBT


	Doubt is a failure, 

weakness, defection, 

betrayal 

or sin


	Doubt is a problem to be solved or sickness to be cured


	Doubt is a virtue to be cultivated 


	Doubt is a necessary part of life, a portal from one stage to another





	FAITH IS ...


	Assent to 

required beliefs


	Means to 

desired ends


	An obstacle to critical thinking


	A humble, reverent openness to mystery that expresses itself in non-

discriminatory love












Appendix II. Before Simplicity: Stage Zero

For people in later stages, what appears as Stage One arrogance can be annoying. But in that apparent arrogance, there is, I think, a grain of truth. Stage One truly is important because all of us are born into Stage Zero. In infancy, we experience life as unconscious and all-controlling egocentricity. Our needs, our problems, our desires are all-consuming for us. We are incapable of caring about the needs of others because we are, for some weeks or months, unaware of our own individual existence, much less theirs. We can’t remember it, so it’s hard to describe it, but as infants, we are our dirty nappy, our empty belly, our wind pain, our tickle, our chill. This isn’t a fault or character flaw; this is simply what it means to be a newborn.

Stage One feels so important because graduating from infancy to Simplicity is so absolutely necessary for every human born. It could be said that our addictions and other dysfunctions sometimes return us as adults to a condition of infancy, where we lose concern for others, where we lose a sense of right and wrong, where our needs or fears or cravings or reactions take over our identity. It may also be that some children are so poorly parented that they grow in age without leaving this stage, perhaps even reaching adulthood with the characteristics described in the following table:

 



	 


	INFANCY/

EGOCENTRICITY


	SIMPLICITY





	PERCEPTION


	Narcissistic


	Dualistic





	FOCUS


	Survival/comfort


	Right or wrong





	MOTIVE


	Feeling safe, 

comfortable, happy


	Pleasing authority figures





	KEY VALUES


	Surviving, staying safe, being comfortable


	Being right/clean/good, obeying authorities, staying faithful to 

tradition, remaining loyal to in-group





	ASSUMPTION


	I would be happy if 

others would co-operate


	Everything is known or knowable





	AUTHORITY FIGURES


	My protectors, 

caregivers, providers


	Leaders who know and teach the right answers, God-like





	US/THEM


	Those who please me/Those who don’t 


	Good/Evil





	LIFE IS ...


	Family, a party


	A war





	IDENTITY


	Undifferentiated/presumptive


	Dependent or co-dependent





	BELONGING


	My mother or parental figure is my universe


	I am part of the good, right and true group





	GOD IS ...


	Undifferentiated from parents or caregivers, Candyman, Magic Genie


	Supreme Being, 

almighty protector, 

warrior, law-giver, 

patron, patriarch





	CORE QUESTION


	Am I safe and 

comfortable? Do I like this? Does this make me feel good or bad?


	What do our authority figures say?





	MISTAKES ARE ...


	Punishable behaviours


	Legal infractions, moral failures, disobedience to authorities, ignorance of the rules





	STRENGTHS


	Emotionally transparent, aware of my needs and desires, uninhibited, spontaneous


	Highly committed, 

willing to sacrifice





	WEAKNESSES


	Largely oblivious to the needs and desires of others


	Narrow-minded, 

judgemental, combative, willing to inflict suffering, full of false certainty





	GOOD NEWS


	I am loved/I am safe


	Wrongs can be forgiven





	ATTITUDE TOWARDs DOUBT


	Doubt is inconceivable at this stage


	Doubt is a failure, 

weakness, defection, 

betrayal or sin





	FAITH IS ...


	Trust in my caregivers (or in my own ability to get what I need by any means necessary)


	Assent to required beliefs








 

 

In this light, we can see why people centred in Stage One Simplicity feel they are so important. They’re right. They are. All newborn children need Stage One people to raise them from infantile egocentricity to Stage One Simplicity. In fact, that’s what we mean by raising a child. Their mistake, of course, is failing to realise that people in Stages Two, Three and Four have as much to offer them as they have to offer those in Stage Zero.

We would be wise to remind ourselves that there are better and worse forms of Stage One. Some rules, beliefs and authority figures are genuinely helpful and others are less helpful or even harmful, abusive or deadly. Children, of course, have no choice about which form of Simplicity their parents hold, and as they come of age and emerge into later stages, they have the right – and we might even say the responsibility – to think critically about the Stage One framework in which they were raised, even as they are grateful to have been raised out of Stage Zero.





Appendix III. Integration of Stage Theories



	 


	SIMPLICITY


	COMPLEXITY


	PERPLEXITY


	HARMONY





	WILLIAM BLAKE


	Innocence 


	Innocence/Experience


	Experience


	Higher Innocence





	SøREN 

KIERKEGAARD


	Aesthetic


	Ethical


	Ethical


	Religious





	WILLIAM PERRY


	Dualism a, b


	Multiplicity a, b


	Relativism a, b


	Commitment a, b and c

 





	MARY 

BELENKY, 

BLYTHE CLINCHY, NANCY 

GOLDBERGER, JILL TARULE


	Silence, Received knowledge


	Subjective knowledge


	Procedural knowledge


	Constructed knowledge





	JAMES FOWLER


	Primal, Mythical/Literal


	Synthetic/Conventional


	Individual/Reflective


	Conjunctive/Universalising





	NICOLA SLEE


	 


	 


	Paralysis, awakenings, relationality


	Apophatic faithing





	JAMES 

KOHLBERG


	Blind 

egoism, 

Instrumental egoism


	Social relations


	Social 

systems


	Contractual, mutual respect





	CAROL 

GILLIGAN


	Preconventional,

Conventional

 


	Conventional


	Post-conventional


	Post-conventional





	KEN BLANCHARD


	Enthusiastic beginner


	Enthusiastic beginner, disillusioned learner


	Disillusioned learner, capable but cautious performer


	Self-reliant achiever





	PAUL RICOEuR


	Pre-critical/First naivete


	Pre-critical/First naivete


	Critical


	Post-critical/Second naivete





	BAILEY W. JACKSON, III


	Naive


	Acceptance (active, passive)


	Resistance (active, passive)


	Redefinition, Internalisation





	JEAN KIM


	Ethnic awareness


	White 

identification 

(active, passive)


	Awakening to social political consciousness


	Redirection, Incorporation





	CLAIRE GRAVES, 

DON BECK, KEN WILBER


	Archaic/

Instinctive, Animist/Tribal, Egocentric/Exploitive, Absolutist/Authoritarian


	Scientific/Strategic


	Relativistic/Personalistic/Communitarian


	Systemic/Integral, Holistic





	RICHARD ROHR


	First half of life


	First half of life


	Transition/Crisis/

Midlife/Great 

suffering or great love


	Second half of life





	HINDU 

ASHRAMA


	Student


	Householder


	Forest Dweller


	Wandering Sage





	SCOTT PECK


	Stage I, Stage II


	Stage II


	Stage III


	Stage IV












Appendix IV. Resources for Doubters

Although it’s not often celebrated this way, the Protestant Reformation was an adventure in doubt. Before the Protestant faith could be articulated and embraced, Luther, Calvin, Zwingli, Bucer, Simons and the other reformers had to demonstrate the audacity to doubt the pope, the cardinals and the Magisterium, standing against the current of Western church tradition and biblical interpretation that had been building for 1,500 years. What the Wittenberg door and the newly invented printing press were to the audacious doubters of the Protestant Reformation, podcasts, websites, books and events are to the ‘great emergence’ happening today.

Podcasts

A quick online search will lead to a wide array of resources. (Note: podcasts, like blogs, come and go. These are podcasts I have spoken on or know of personally, and new ones are popping up as old ones go inactive.)

Homebrewed Christianity (and other Tripp Fuller productions), The Bible for Normal People, The Liturgists, Ask Science Mike, The Zeitcast, For the Love!, The RobCast, Nomad Podcast, Another Name for Every Thing, Irenicast, Peter Rollins podcasts (various), The Growing Edge, Doug Pagitt podcasts (various), Prophetic Resistance, Progressive Christian Voice, GracePointe Church, That’s What She Said, Sermons from St Gregory of Nyssa in San Francisco, Thanks Be to Pod, Can I Say This at Church?, Vinings Lake Church, Parenting Forward, Theology Doesn’t Suck, BadChristian, Changing Faith, Tamed Cynic, Christian Humanist, Thinking God, Enneagram Journey, Center for Open and Relational Theology, Patchwork Podcast, EcoCiv, Living the Questions (DVD resources), FutureChurch, Eternal Current

Authors

Here is a sampling (far from complete) of contemporary and recent authors who are helping people navigate towards faith after doubt in a broadly Christian context, presented in random order:

 

Diana Butler Bass, Doug Pagitt, Kathy Escobar, Rachel Held Evans, Fr Richard Rohr, Sarah Bessey, Rob Bell, Phyllis Tickle, John Dominic Crossan, Ilia Delio, Paul Smith, Cynthia Bourgeault, Peter Rollins, Nadia Bolz-Weber, Michael Dowd, Barbara Brown Taylor, John Pavlovitz, Enuma Okoro, Thomas J. Oord, Cindy Wang Brandt, Thomas Merton, Walter Brueggemann, Howard Thurman, Marcus Borg, Kate Bowler, John Shelby Spong, Barbara Holmes, Robb Ryerse, Jacqui Lewis, Mark Karris, Jim Finley, Frank Schaeffer, Sr. Joan Chittister, Otis Moss III, Kaitlin Curtice, Philip Clayton, Sr. Simone Campbell, Carlos Rodriguez, Adam Hamilton, Wil Gafney, Frederick Buechner, Colby Martin, Aaron Niequist, Pete Enns, Mike McHargue, D. L. Mayfield, Gareth Higgins, Steve Chalke, Danielle Shroyer, Dave Tomlinson

Resources in Spanish

See La Conversación en Curso for great resources and links to other resources for Spanish speakers: https://laconversacionencurso.org/.

Events

A more thorough and more global list of events needs to be compiled to help people in search of faith after doubt. Thankfully, CompassionateChristianity.org is providing an up-to-date list of US events on their website. Here are a few that are annual (usually) and easily searchable online: Wild Goose Festival, January Adventure, Evolving Faith, Conspire (Center for Action and Contemplation), Awakening Soul, Gladdening Light, Revolutionary Love, Progressive Youth Ministry, New Story Festival, Companions on the Inner Way, Greenbelt Festival (UK).

Four­Stage Congregations

Thankfully, there are more and more congregations that welcome and support people in the work of all four stages. Unfortunately, there is no single comprehensive list to help you find a four-stage faith community. But here are some practical suggestions:

 

This website helps people find just and generous Christian congregations: https://convergenceus.org/churches. For people from evangelical backgrounds, here is a helpful network: https://withcollective.org/. Roman Catholics can find connections to forward-leaning Catholics through the Franciscan Action Network, https://franciscanaction.org/. You can find links to Jewish and Muslim faith communities here: http://www.jewishemergentnetwork.org/, and http://www.mpvusa.org/.

Often, trained spiritual directors can help you find a supportive faith community, so a first step might be to consult with a spiritual director: https://www.sdiworld.org/.

Often, congregations that have learned to welcome LGBTQ persons have done so by embracing faith after doubt. Here’s a resource in this regard: http://www.welcomingresources.org/usa.htm.

Sometimes, doing an online search with a cross-reference can help. So you might search for the name of a favourite author or organisation, your town, city or county, and church.

Recent Books for Doubters

Any online search will generate a long list of books on faith and doubt, nearly all of which will be helpful in some way. But here are several of my favourites, along with descriptions of some of my own books that may be of additional interest.

 

Rachel Held Evans, Searching for Sunday (Nelson, 2015). All of Rachel’s books come from a heart that doubt had broken open ... open to mystery, open to wonder, open to human pain, open to the other. Her last book went deepest, both into doubt and into faith.

Sarah Bessey, Out of Sorts (Howard, 2015). Sarah’s work, like Rachel’s, rings especially true with people from conservative Christian backgrounds whose faith runs so deep that doubt is especially disruptive.

Kathy Escobar, Faith Shift (Convergent, 2014) and Practicing (Westminster John Knox, 2020). In the terms used in this book, Faith Shift is a perfect guide for people entering Stage Three, and Practicing is a guide out of Stage Three into Stage Four.

Kaitlin Curtice, Native (Brazos, 2020). Kaitlin’s dual identity as a Christian and as a member of the Potawatomi tribe positions her to feel the social as well as the personal dimensions of doubt. She’s a gifted writer who simultaneously brings comfort, challenge and inspiration.

Colby Martin, The Shift (Fortress, 2020). This is one of the most practical and helpful short books to help people on their way out of conservative Christian faith and into a more progressive or expansive expression.

Mark Karris, Religious Refugees (Quoir, 2020). Mark brings theological, pastoral and psychological training to his mission of helping people grapple with what he calls the D/R (deconstruction and reconstruction) journey. You’ll feel his pastoral presence on every page.

Peter Enns, The Sin of Certainty (HarperOne, 2016). Voltaire is credited with saying, ‘Doubt may be uncomfortable, but certainty is ridiculous.’ This book, along with Peter’s podcast, The Bible for Normal People, can be a lifeline for people who are seeking to survive in the discomfort of honest uncertainty.

Kate Bowler, Everything Happens for a Reason: And Other Lies I’ve Loved (Random House, 2018). Kate’s personal encounter with cancer intersects with her scholarly research into a religious phenomenon called the Prosperity Gospel, and she models an honest faith in that crucible.

Frank Schaeffer, Why I Am an Atheist Who Believes in God (Frank Schaeffer, 2014), captures the agony and insight of a passionate human being seeking faith after doubt. Many of my generation will remember that Frank’s father was a famous theologian, which adds intensity to Frank’s own search to embody an honest faith of his own.

Among my own books, the A New Kind of Christian (Fortress, 2019) trilogy should be of special interest to readers of this book. A New Kind of Christian introduces the reader to a fictional character named Dan Poole, a pastor who is entering a period of doubt. The Story We Find Ourselves In continues the story and explores a fresh way of approaching the Bible. In The Last Word and the Word After That, Dan and his fellow characters grapple with the conventional doctrine of hell. My non-fiction counterpart to the trilogy, A New Kind of Christianity (HarperOne, 2010), explores ten questions that are at the core of many doubters’ struggles with Christian faith. 





Appendix VI. Guidelines for Groups and Classes

The simplest way to use this book in a group or class is to invite everyone to read a chapter (or a few chapters) with a pen or pencil in hand, underlining sentences and paragraphs that most strike them. (Most e-readers have underline functions too.) Then, participants come to the meeting with two or three passages to share. Each person reads their first passage and answers this question: Why did you choose this passage and why is it meaningful to you? Others can then ask clarifying questions within an agreed-upon time frame. After everyone has shared one passage, you can go around the circle a second and third time if time permits. Then, you may want to close your time together reading one of the benedictions in the Afterword.

This approach works best if you want to discuss the book in one to five sessions. Five sessions, for example, could be organised as follows:

 

Session 1: Get acquainted, set group guidelines, discuss Preface and Introduction

Session 2: Review group guidelines, discuss Part One

Session 3: Discuss Part Two

Session 4: Discuss Part Three

Session 5: Discuss Afterword and have a party

 

If possible, you’ll get more out of this book if you discuss it chapter by chapter, using the Reflection and Action questions included in the book. This could naturally be done in thirteen to sixteen weeks, but it could be done in a shorter time frame as well if the group covers two to four chapters at each gathering. One person can be assigned to lead each chapter discussion, choosing only one or two of the questions for the sake of time.

It makes sense to set ground rules for your group. Here are some you can use, adapt and add to:

 

1.Come prepared. If you aren’t prepared, still come, but please tell your conversation partners at the beginning of the meeting so you don’t feel pressure to pretend.
2.Assign a timekeeper. Decide, for example, to give each person three to five minutes to speak without interruption. That gives everyone a chance to speak. Allow people to pass if they would rather not speak.
3.Participate, but don’t dominate. In general, don’t speak twice until you have invited quieter members to speak once, and if you’re normally quiet, encourage yourself to open up.
4.Be curious, but don’t engage in cross-talk. Ask questions of one another to gain greater understanding, but don’t correct, disagree, fix, diagnose, teach and so on.
5.Be grateful and respect confidentiality. Thank people for courage and vulnerability. Thank people for honesty. Thank people for showing up. And respect their privacy by sharing information only with permission.
 

You may also find the Six Commitments of Common Good Communication to be helpful as group guidelines. They’re based on these values: example, curiosity, clarity, decency, fairness  and persistence. Details are here: https://www.votecommongood.com/the-six-commitments-of-common-good-communication/.

If your group is enjoying the study and wants to ‘go public’, you
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