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Introduction: The Prodigal Sister
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There’s a parable we learned in Sunday school, called the Parable of the Prodigal Son. In it, a wealthy father has two sons. The younger son asks for his inheritance, and upon receiving it, goes out and wastes it all until he is reduced to working for a pig farmer. When he finally eats his pride and comes home, his father welcomes him with open arms and a party. 

The older son, however, becomes jealous of the younger son, who received his inheritance, got to live life wildly, and wasted every cent, but was still welcomed by their father. The older son grows angry, and says, “You never gave me shit, despite the fact that I stayed home, did everything you said, and was the child you wanted me to be.” The father tells him to be grateful his brother has returned home. 

My Sunday school teachers taught me that this parable was primarily about god’s unconditional love. It was about how anyone who returned to him, despite their sins and misbehavior, would be welcomed with open arms.

And of course, christians believe that everyone sins, so everyone needs to know about this unconditional love, right? 

But even as a kid, I felt bad for the older son. 

This father, who is representative of god, and who supposedly is showing “unconditional love” for his wayward son, is certainly not showing unconditional love toward the older son.

Because here’s the thing: the older son’s complaints are absolutely valid!

Many retellings of the story I heard, framed the interaction as though the older son was complaining about the party and food. But what he’s really saying is: “Dad, it feels like you love him more than me.” 

And his feelings are valid. Sure, everything the father has might also belong to the older son, but that’s not the same thing as being shown that you are loved, valued, and cared for. 

In every version of this story I read, I got the same impression: the father took his older son’s love and loyalty for granted, invalidated his feelings, and focused on the younger son. 

That is not unconditional love. 

But this parable still hits home for me, albeit in a different way.

Because when I was a christian, that was the kind of love I felt from the church. The conditional kind.

The church cared about everyone else, but not me. They cared about the sinners and the saints; they cared about the sick and the needy; they cared about those who had lots of money and those who didn’t. 

But not me. 

The one who was there every Sunday and multiple days during the week, working my ass off, volunteering, going on missions trips, and playing music in various bands (youth group, worship service, etc.). I set up chairs and took them down, carried equipment, set a good example for my peers, led bible study—hell, I even vacuumed the fricking rugs sometimes! 

But as long as I kept doing what they told me to do, no one seemed to notice me. 

It wasn’t just my church either. As I got older, moved out, and went to college, I went to dozens of churches, a few of which I worked hard to become involved with. But it was always the same story.

No one cared about me. They wanted a body in the pew, sure. They wanted my tithe. They wanted my free labor. 

But ultimately, that’s all I was. Free labor and a few more dollars in the coffers.

When I left, no one came after me. 

No one hunted me down. 

No one asked how I was doing. 

No one emailed me to say, “Hey, I noticed you haven’t been in church lately.” 

I was invisible. And I always had been. So when I disappeared, no one noticed. Not my peers, not my Sunday school teachers, not my friends’ parents or my Sunday school teachers, or my pastors.

Once invisible, always invisible. 

The main argument I’ve heard in defense of this criticism is, “Well, christians are only human. They can’t be perfect. Sometimes people fall through the cracks.” 

Which means that out of the 2 billion christians in the world, and out of the thousand of them who went to my high school church, god didn’t call a single one of them to check in on me? 

So who fucked up? christians? Or their god?

Or perhaps, it’s all just a big story someone made up, and more people added chapters to, and more people adopted as a belief system. 

All I know is that I took my inheritance—primarily trauma and my secret creative self—and walked away. And I haven’t looked back. 

The parable of the prodigal son talks about the older brother and the younger brother. But it never mentions the sister. 

Because she was invisible. To the brothers, to the father, and to god (if such a being exists). 

Being invisible hurt at first, but eventually I realized that perhaps my invisibility was really a gift. Because it made it much easier to turn my back and walk away.
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THE ESSAYS IN THIS book are explorations of feelings. That’s it. 

I’m not trying to prove a point and I’m not trying to convince anyone of anything. I’m simply noticing a feeling and following it backwards, mapping out where it came from and how it affects me. 

The process of writing these essays has been healing and freeing, in a way little else in my life has been. 

I’m sharing them because that’s what I do—I write stuff and then I share it. 

There are swear words. References to suicide. Deep resentment and anger toward christianity. You might find yourself annoyed by my capitalization choices. Rest assured, I did it on purpose.

If you don’t agree with me or my thoughts on evangelical christianity, I don’t care. 

But I do hope you find a way to be happy, whether within a religion or without. 
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1. I Hate easter
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All I have is rage, on this day that christians love so much. They go to church, have dinner with family, and celebrate what used to be pagan fertility rituals with their children. Bright colors, eggs, candy—a mockery of the holiday that represents the core of their belief system.

They erect crosses everywhere, a representation of their hero's worst trauma. A subtle message: if you come back, Jesus, we're ready for you. Ready to crucify you again.

If they care about Jesus's trauma like this, they clearly care about mine even less.

The gatherings remind me of my isolation, the way they abandoned me to my cognitive dissonance. The way they told me I should think less and believe more. 

And heaven forbid I mention my pain. "Not all christians," they say.

As they all celebrate their beloved holiday, their beloved savior, their beloved religion, I am enraged, that after all these years, my mind is still somehow tormented. That even on a day I do not celebrate, a holiday I do not believe in—I'm still somehow thinking about them.
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2. easter Clings Like Wet Hair
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I know it's only been one day. I guess I'd assumed that once it was over, it would be over. 

But no, like any other holiday, it sticks like wet hair. 

Discussions of candy and easter baskets, dogs finding lost eggs, and the gatherings they had still abound. 

The flags are still raised. "he is risen," reads the one at my neighbor's house, hung high on a flagpole. Two weeks ago, they had a different flag raised—one that read, "Trump: The Right To Keep And Bear Arms" with two pistols placed over an american flag. 

A classic example of the normal christian ideological spectrum. It gives me cognitive dissonance from a mile away. 

The rage has lessened, replaced with weariness. 

Yesterday, I asked my spouse why I felt so strongly this year, in a way I haven't in years past.

He said it was the flags. All the ones that currently state "he is risen" and "happy easter" or cheerfully spout pastel-colored bible verses, have replaced other signs that read "Trump 2024," "fuck Biden and fuck you for voting for him," and "let's go brandon." 

It's not just easter this year. It's easter in a place where everyone around you feels the need to remind you how much they hate you—and don't worry, jesus hates you too.
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3. Exvangelical Rage
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I'm not sure how I feel about the term #exvangelical. I recently had the opportunity (misfortune?) to spend some time among some episcopalians, and I made the spontaneous decision to be open about my lack of christianity and my deliberate exit from said ideology. Some of the questions I fielded, besides "Why?" and "What was the trigger for you?" included, "So you attended an evangelical church then?"

And I said no. Because I didn't—not technically. I attended a couple wesleyan churches, a couple methodist churches, a couple baptist churches, a nazarene church. Nothing labeled "evangelical." This meant that some of the people listening to me were able to dismiss everything I said with a simple, "Oh, I'm episcopalian, not evangelical, so your experiences aren't relevant to me." 

Like, wtf bro.

It made me angry. I don't like being ignored and invalidated, especially when I made the choice to open up and be vulnerable in a potentially hostile environment.

To be clear, I know these people would have likely found a way to invalidate me even if I didn't use the term Exvangelical. But I'm considering exchristian instead. Because that's really a lot more accurate.

But I think there is a disconnect between the way many Exvangelicals think about what it means to have left christianity, and the way christians perceive exvangelicals. I came across an article by a theologian who concluded that the exvangelical "movement" was mostly fueled by rage that would eventually burn out, and "those heathens" (my
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