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Foreword by Guy P. Harrison

Kenneth W. Daniels has produced a powerful work that
will give Christian readers much to think about. Why I Believed:
Reflections of a Former Missionary is an important book that
should be widely read. The author's approach is gentle and honest
while still managing to be unflinching and thorough. As a former
fundamentalist Christian missionary who devoted far more time and
energy than most to serving that religion, he obviously remembers
what it feels like to be fully immersed in belief. Fortunately,
Daniels has retained plenty of sympathy for those who cannot yet
see that the supernatural claims of Christianity cannot stand up to
honest scrutiny.

This brilliant book is not a vicious attack on
Christians. It is a strong but polite plea for them to see and hear
new ideas, to consider the possibility that their belief system
might be a mistake. Daniels maintains a humble tone throughout the
book. He does not blast believers with arrogant claims of
intellectual superiority on the question of faith. He simply shares
thoughts and questions about his journey through Christianity and
escape from it. This is a powerful story and Daniels has many
piercing ideas that are likely to carry considerable weight with
believers because of his difficult work as a missionary in Africa.
Daniels earned his stripes as a committed Christian. He went way
beyond the easy life of a casual Christian sitting in a pew on
Sunday mornings. He lived his Christianity; he made serious
commitments and followed through with sacrifices for his religion.
For someone like him to walk away from it, with great reluctance,
humility, and no rage says a lot. It gives Daniels tremendous
credibility.

Daniels is well read and obviously knowledgeable
about Christianity. Most importantly, however, he has retained a
sense of respect and compassion for believers. Yes, he thinks they
are wrong about their religious claims, but he has not turned his
back on them as fellow humans. It is likely that many Christians
will struggle to reconcile the wisdom and challenges found within
Why I Believed with their own beliefs. The author's
impressive logic and intelligence, combined with a sensitive
approach and his top-notch credentials as a Christian missionary,
make it impossible for anyone to dismiss him as an angry crank or
an irrelevant outsider. Daniels walked the walk, believing and
serving with far more sincerity and dedication than most believers
do. He writes:

I invite Christian readers to consider the
possibility that my apostasy is a result not of divine or
diabolical deception but of a simple weighing of the evidence ...
It might be that I am wrong. It might be that I have not sought God
sufficiently or studied the Bible thoroughly enough or listened
carefully enough to the many Christians who have admonished me ...
Maybe. But the knowledge that billions of seekers have lived and
died, calling out to God for some definitive revelation without
ever receiving it, or receiving revelation that conflicts with the
revelation others have found, contributes to my suspicion that
there is no personal God who reveals himself to anyone.

This is a book I will give to Christians because it
is forceful and devastating to their irrational beliefs without
belittling or mocking them. That Daniels is able to make such a
powerful case against Christianity is impressive enough; that he is
able to do it without drifting into attacks and name-calling makes
Why I Believed an important book that should be read and
discussed by both believers and nonbelievers.

Wisdom and compassion shine through on many pages of
this book. The author clearly wants nothing more than a more
rational and peaceful world. He does not seem interested in
battering believers with a heavy club of merciless skepticism.
Daniels writes:

Most believers are not prepared to travel as far as
I have from my former position as a fundamentalist believer. I
implore such readers to consider a middle ground, one that
acknowledges both the virtues and vices of the scriptures, as
millions of moderate and liberal believers already do. While it is
unrealistic to expect a large percentage of Muslims to abandon
their faith, most of us can agree that the world would be a better
place if Muslim fundamentalists moderated their rigid commitment to
every precept of the Qur'an as the divine word of Allah, especially
those that call for the destruction of infidels and apostates.
Likewise, the world would be a better place if fundamentalist
Christians could frankly acknowledge the good, the bad, and the
ugly in their own scriptural tradition, whether or not they end up
abandoning their faith outright.

I love the honesty of Why I Believed. Daniels
does not cherry pick by pointing out everything silly and negative
about Christianity. In fact, he admits to missing some things about
his days as a believer:

I regret the loss of the almost automatic acceptance
I enjoyed on the part of those who belonged with me to the same
community of faith, the same church, the same missionary society
... There is no sugarcoating the reality that secularists in
general do not enjoy the same benefits of a warm community that
committed believers typically do ... I see the safety net and
fellowship of the church, coupled with the lack thereof outside the
church, as one of the most important impediments to the growth of
free thought.

Yes, Christians are likely to struggle with this
book and find their beliefs on shaky ground, for it packs a mighty
combination punch of honesty, reason, and kindness.






Guy P. Harrison

Author of Race and Reality and 50 Reasons
People Give for Believing in a God.












Preface

What would you do if you had a sneaking suspicion,
and then a growing fear, that your most cherished beliefs about God
and the universe were built on sinking sand? What would you do if
you wanted to know the truth about something but were devastated by
what you learned upon further investigation—that, for example, your
spouse was cheating on you, that your son was committing sex
crimes, or that your trusted business partner was stealing from
you? What if you came to realize that everything you sincerely
believed and wanted to be true was false? What would you do?

This book is the story of what happened as the
foundation of my faith turned to quicksand beneath my feet.

In this volume I present in some detail the problems
I encountered with the claims of Christianity while serving as an
evangelical missionary in Africa. Attention to detail makes the
difference between a safe plane flight and a crash, between
successful surgery and disaster, between engineering an electronic
instrument that works and one that doesn't, or between writing a
robust computer program or one that fizzles. "The devil is in the
details." This is the story of how I studied the details of
Christianity and found it wanting.

I am well aware of the risks of undertaking this
project. It might lead to alienation from friends, family, and
coworkers. But, for reasons I explain later, it is a risk I must
take. I mean no ill will against anyone who reads this book and
disagrees with my conclusions. I struggled throughout to maintain a
balance between respecting my readers and calling a spade a spade.
It is not my intent to offend.

This book is not a treatise on the factors that have
contributed to the rise of religion in human history, nor is it an
attempt to explain why religion retains its appeal for the majority
of humanity today. These broader questions are explored in works
such as Breaking the Spell: Religion as a Natural Phenomenon
(Dennett 2006) and the ambitiously titled "The Big Religion
Questions Finally Solved" (Paul 2008). My effort is a more limited
retrospective on the reasons for my particular brand of Christian
belief, as best as I can recall them.

A note on style: I hope to speak both to friends and
family and to the Christian community at large. One reviewer
considered the style overly formal and wordy for friends and
family. Another reviewer insisted I keep it the way it is in order
to convey fully the breadth and depth of my reasons for leaving the
faith. For now, I have retained a somewhat formal approach, but I
may consider an abbreviated, informal and lighter version in the
future.

Whether or not you agree with my conclusions, I
trust we as a society can ultimately succeed in carrying out a
civil discourse among those who see the world in very different
ways. I certainly do not expect most of you to be swayed by reading
a single book (unless you are already entertaining doubts), but for
those of you who do begin a journey away from faith, I trust it
will be for you an adventure full of pleasant surprises, even when
mixed with inevitable conflict and pain.

I wish to thank the many freethinkers and heretics
who have gone before me, some of whom risked or lost their lives as
a result of their break with the prevailing religious
establishment. Many writers, both historical and modern, have
contributed to my thinking, but I especially wish to acknowledge
the influence of Thomas Paine, Robert Ingersoll, and Robert M.
Price at critical junctures in my journey.

I also wish to thank a closet deist missionary
physician who reviewed the manuscript and provided many helpful
corrections and suggestions. In addition, I am grateful for the
detailed feedback Norman E. Anderson provided on four key chapters.
That said, all views expressed in this manuscript are my own, and I
take responsibility for any errors.

Finally, I wish to thank my wife Charlene, who has
faithfully loved me and stayed by my side despite our differences,
and who (for the most part!) patiently put up with my many hours in
front of the computer screen while I worked on this project.












Part I:
Foundations









Chapter 1: Motives and Methods

"It's so sad." This is the most common response I
have heard from family, friends, and other interested believers
upon learning of my loss of faith on the mission field.

I have been told that if I had embraced a slightly
different brand of Christianity, I could have avoided coming down
this path. It was because I believed incorrectly, or because I
wasn't truly a believer in the first place, or because I did not
seek God earnestly enough, or because I did not submit to his
sovereignty, that I ended up abandoning the faith. At times I have
explained to others my reasons for doubting, only to have these
reasons dismissed with the question, "So what's the real
reason you left God?" I often sense a conviction on their part that
my disbelief must stem from an inward moral flaw.

It is not only Christians who wonder why I have left
the faith—I, too, have been puzzled by these questions: Why me? Why
not Joe? Why not Sally? What is it about my nature that has led me
down this road, while the vast majority of believers never take
this turn, even though at times they are troubled by doubt?

Yet at some point it occurred to me that I had been
looking at my experience from the wrong perspective. If I was
justified in jumping ship, then a more appropriate question to ask
was why I ever believed in the first place. And why did I remain a
believer for as long as I did?

Like many believers, I was aware of puzzles in the
Christian faith even in my youth. Most of us, whether or not we
remain in the fold, have wondered about God's commands to the
Israelite soldiers to kill men, women, boys and infants (keeping
the virgins for themselves); his endorsement of slavery; the
harshness of eternal hell; the apparent discrepancies between
parallel passages in the Bible; the hit-and-miss nature of prayer;
the mystery of so much human and animal suffering; the silence and
hiddenness of God; the kindness and moral uprightness of so many
nonbelievers; and the apparent conflict between science and the
Bible. Given all these difficulties and many more, why did I not
leave the faith earlier in my youth when I first became aware of
these issues?

Many recognize problems and unanswered questions in
their faith yet persist in believing as I did for years. This is no
doubt due to overriding considerations that make belief appear
attractive or true despite its difficulties. Throughout this book I
will critically explore some of the most important reasons I
delayed my exit from the faith. Many evangelicals cite these same
factors as anchors for their faith. In short, I will use for my
starting point not the problems and contradictions of Christianity
per se, but the reasons most commonly advanced for believing. In so
doing, I will also take the opportunity to demonstrate that many of
these arguments turn out to be liabilities rather than assets for
faith.

My purpose for
writing

I am not naive enough to expect that most who read
this book will abandon the faith they hold dear, but I do hope to
convince my readers that many of us who walk away have not done so
out of a rebellious, juvenile whim, but rather out of a careful
weighing of the reasons for and against our former faith. Our
decision, far from being "sad," as many of my friends and family
perceive it, represents a move from unquestioning acceptance of
tradition to a spirit of openness and adventure that pursues the
evidence wherever it leads. We left in pursuit of truth.

Many books have been written along these lines, a
number of which contributed to my own journey away from faith. So
do I have something significant to add to what these books have
already offered? My desire is to present the seldom-heard
perspective of one whose life was formerly defined for
decades by his commitment to Jesus and who continues to live
successfully with family and friends who retain that commitment.
This book brings together in one place the most important factors
contributing to my particular journey away from faith.

My reasons
for taking up this cause are quite personal. The great majority of
my family members, both immediate and extended, are committed
evangelical Christians, and I have no desire to sever my family
ties over our religious differences. This puts me in a bind: the
very ones I love most are praying for me, convinced I am the
traitor and that the motives for my decision are suspect. If I
could patch things up by forcing myself to believe again, I would
do so in a heartbeat. Unfortunately I have tried that several
times, only to be besieged again by doubt, and have come to the
conclusion that attempting to will myself to believe that which in
my heart I do not believe is futile. In this struggle I am not
alone; millions of others have passed through the valley of
the shadow of doubt, finding themselves unable to return to the
pastures of faith, despite repeated appeals to God to restore their
faith. We have prayed more times than we can count, "I do believe;
help me overcome my unbelief!" (Mark 9:24) [1]

So my options are limited: (a) abandon my family;
(b) live with them in an uneasy, suspicious truce; (c) somehow will
myself to believe again, even if Christianity appears untrue; or
(d) attempt to instill in others an appreciation for, if not full
acceptance of, the reasons for my unbelief. This book is my effort
to undertake option (d), the others having proven unviable or
unsatisfactory.

Though my primary audience is my family and friends,
I am also concerned to convey my experience to the wider world,
especially to those in the evangelical and fundamentalist Christian
communities. I appreciate my parents and my evangelical heritage
for inculcating in me a deep respect for truth. It is my conviction
that only good can come from knowing the truth, even if it seems at
first glance too stark, too cold, too inhumane to bear.
Nineteenth-century agnostic Thomas Huxley put it this way:

Sit down before fact as a little child, be prepared
to give up every preconceived notion, follow humbly wherever and to
whatever abysses nature leads, or you shall learn nothing. I have
only begun to learn content and peace of mind since I have resolved
at all risks to do this (Huxley and Huxley 1901, 235).

Why should I be concerned with what other people
believe, as long as they aren't causing any harm, or as long as
their beliefs lead to admirable acts of charity? I have heard this
objection from a number of Christians, an objection I find
surprising in light of the Apostle Paul's view:

And if Christ has not been raised, our preaching is
useless and so is your faith. More than that, we are then found to
be false witnesses about God, for we have testified about God that
he raised Christ from the dead. But he did not raise him if in fact
the dead are not raised. For if the dead are not raised, then
Christ has not been raised either. And if Christ has not been
raised, your faith is futile; you are still in your sins. Then
those also who have fallen asleep in Christ are lost. If only for
this life we have hope in Christ, we are to be pitied more than all
men (1 Corinthians 15:14-18).

Paul goes on to assert that Jesus did in fact rise
from the dead, but if his assertion is mistaken, then according
to these verses, my intention to bring that to light should be
seen as a noble endeavor. I don't quite concur with Paul that
Christians are to be pitied more than all men if their faith is
baseless. After all, knowing the truth is not a precondition for
happiness; there are happy and unhappy members of every religion.
But Paul does make a valid point: devoting our life to an illusion
is not the best use of the only life we have.

One of my primary reasons for writing this book is
self-serving: I do not relish knowing that others consider me to be
on the road to eternal damnation if I don't repent, and I want to
do what I can to change their perception of those of us who do not
share their faith. Yet is this self-serving endeavor reckless? If I
believed it would worsen the lives of all those who read this book,
then yes, it would be reckless. But I am convinced that life can
actually improve for those who come to understand that our
earthly existence is not simply a stage, a cosmic morality play, a
precursor to an eternity to come. This life is the real (and only)
deal.

I am not out for blood. I love and respect many
believers, some of whom are no doubt better people because of their
faith (whatever their religion may be). If you are convinced your
faith is the only thing keeping you from a life of profligacy,
murder, rape, and pillaging, then please read no further; the world
already has enough of that to go around. Studies have shown that
Christians are on average more generous than non-Christians; for
example, religious people are 57 percent more likely than
secularists to help a homeless person at least once a month (Brooks
2006, 39). I confess I have reservations about some of the
nihilistic, libertine, and disrespectful tendencies I have observed
in some freethinking circles. I often find myself more comfortable
socially around evangelicals than around many nonbelievers, due no
doubt in part to the habits instilled in me through my conservative
upbringing.

So am I double-minded, concerned only about truth
for its own sake, while acknowledging that Christianity provides a
noble way of life, even if untrue? The answer cannot be a simple
"Yes" or "No," because there is a great variety of Christianities
on the market, and the answer depends on which brand is in view. I
have no interest in undermining any form of religion grounded on
passages like these:

He has showed you, O man, what is good. And what
does the LORD require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and
to walk humbly with your God (Micah 6:8).

Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life, to mind
your own business and to work with your hands, just as we told you,
so that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders and so
that you will not be dependent on anybody (1 Thessalonians 4:11,
12).

Religion that God our Father accepts as pure and
faultless is this: to look after orphans and widows in their
distress and to keep oneself from being polluted by the world
(James 1:27).

However, many within fundamentalist and conservative
evangelical circles are not content to limit their faith to such
expressions. Their views concerning the authority of the Bible,
Christian tradition, science, and hell can lead to forms of
divisiveness, exclusivity, and insularity that threaten societal
cohesion and progress.

I am concerned about the common assumption that
unbelievers are on the whole immoral, rebellious, arrogant, or
otherwise distasteful individuals whose unbelief stems from their
twisted desires or other personal failings.

I am concerned by the marginalizing of unbelievers
from public and social life. Both of my sons are involved in Boy
Scouts, a nonsectarian organization that requires its members and
leaders to believe in God. As long as you believe in Shiva, Zeus,
Allah, Yahweh, or Jesus, you're in; but if you cannot declare your
allegiance to any member of such a pantheon, you're out. For this
reason I am ineligible for official participation in our troop,
even though my moral character has not been questioned. A 2006
University of Minnesota survey found that Americans are more likely
to vote for members of other races, recent immigrants, homosexuals,
and Muslims than to vote for atheists (Edgell 2006). It is next to
impossible to be a respected public skeptic of religion in the
United States. Even in higher academia, thought by many to be a
bastion of unbelief, only 23.4% of American college and university
professors are atheists or agnostics (Gross and Simmons 2006,
4).

I am concerned also about the scarring mental
torment unwittingly served up to children who are taught that the
majority of the world is destined to everlasting hellfire. I want
to see children grow up chasing butterflies, catching tadpoles, and
reading good books—not agonizing over the possibility that their
unsaved friends might suffer eternally. It is one thing for adults
to hold to unsubstantiated beliefs, and I respect their right to do
so, but it is another matter altogether for adults to press these
beliefs on vulnerable children who have not yet developed the
cognitive faculties needed to weigh the evidence for and against
what they are being taught.

I am concerned about religiously inspired idealism
and rigidity that can lead to political initiatives based not so
much on their real-world consequences but on their conformity to
sacred tradition or divine imperative.

I am concerned that we in the West are headed for
catastrophic confrontations with uncompromising factions of Islam
and that our failure to heed the call of reason to moderate or
abandon our unsupported ideologies will deprive us of any mandate
to call Muslims to do the same.

I am concerned about the relative decline in
scientific education and research in the United States, fueled in
part by religious suspicion of the scientific establishment's
naturalistic outlook, and also by an unwillingness to tamper with
sacred objects like embryos and genomes.

It grieves me to witness bright, promising young men
and women distracted by the study of fundamentalist theology, or by
the prospect of traveling the world to convert people from one
empirically unverifiable form of supernaturalism to another. I
regret having used up the best years of my youth pursuing religious
goals. In retrospect I would have preferred a career seeking a
vaccination for malaria, which kills one person every 30 seconds in
sub-Saharan Africa alone.

I am concerned by the enormous diversion of time,
energy and financial resources used to maintain and propagate
religion. These activities too often take priority over believers'
concrete charitable contributions to society.

I am concerned by the lack of care for the future of
our planet on the part of many of the millions of believers who
expect Jesus' imminent return:

Pastor Heneghan of Gospel Community Church sees the
issue of population growth in more biblical terms, specifically
those taken from Genesis and Revelation. "Some people think that
what I'm doing—having 11 children—is wrong. I don't really get into
that much. The Bible says "be fruitful and multiply." That's my
belief system. They don't believe in God, so they think we have to
conserve what we have. But in my belief system, He's going to give
us a new earth." Overpopulation isn't a problem in a universe where
God promises a clean global slate (Joyce 2006).

Because I am convinced that the world will
ultimately be a better place the closer our ideas approach reality,
I feel compelled to do my part to uphold free inquiry as a virtue
rather than a vice.

As a former Christian I am cognizant of the
counterconcerns of believers. What will happen to society if we all
abandon our faith? Will we not forsake our moral compass, leading
to the collapse of our country, which, according to the Christian
Right, was founded on Christian principles? I will address these
concerns in due course.

I claim no special expertise in any field but my own
experience. Though I grew up as the son of missionary parents,
attended a mission boarding school, spent four years at a Christian
university, and completed a one-year graduate certificate of
biblical studies at an evangelical seminary, I have not yet
acquired an advanced degree. Those looking for a scholarly treatise
will be disappointed. Indeed, some have raised my lack of knowledge
to caution me against judging the Christian faith. The implication
is that as long as I am less knowledgeable than others who embrace
Christianity, I am not qualified to critique it.

However, most believers consider it a virtue to
instill the Christian faith in their children, even before the
children have had an opportunity to study the alternatives in
depth. Well-intentioned friends and family have reminded me that I
need only accept Christ with the faith of a little child. It is as
though the Christian faith enjoys a special status not shared by
other perspectives: to reject Christianity, we must obtain a
doctorate in theology and prove beyond a shadow of a doubt it is
untrue, but to accept Christianity, all we need is the faith of a
little child, with no prior sympathetic or systematic study of
other religious and nonreligious alternatives.

I recognize that many Christians—some of whom I know
personally—are far more intelligent and educated than I am. And so
are many individuals from other faiths and nonfaiths. It is an
enduring mystery to me that bright scholars can hold such widely
divergent views. But I am not responsible for believing what others
espouse simply because they happen to be intelligent; I can only
believe whatever appears to me to hold up best after weighing the
various alternatives.

I must
emphasize again I have no ax to grind against Christians as people,
even if I do not accept their beliefs. The most wonderful people I
know are Christians.[2] I have often heard believers assert that
ex-Christians leave the faith primarily because of disappointments
with the Christian community and not because of any deficiency in
the gospel itself. Precisely the opposite was true for me: my
desire to stay in fellowship with believers long served as an
obstacle to my decision to leave the faith.

My approach to my readers

When addressing Christian beliefs throughout this
book, I know I will not always accurately portray what you believe,
especially if you are not a fundamentalist or conservative
evangelical. If this is the case, I trust you will ignore my
comments and not take offense, knowing they are being addressed to
others for whom the shoe fits.

Among freethinkers there is a tension between those
on the one hand who take a hard-line, disparaging view of religion
and those on the other hand who take a more sensitive approach. The
first group includes the likes of zoologist Richard Dawkins and
author Sam Harris, who unapologetically use ridicule and sharp wit
to expose the fallacies of those who hold to religion of any sort.
Representatives of the second group include the late science
popularizer Carl Sagan and his heir apparent Neil de Grasse
Tyson.

I have
alternatively found myself in both of these camps, but I aspire to
the gentler approach, without however hesitating to say "spade"
when I see a spade.[3] Individuals respond differently to different
tacks. I was influenced in part by the forceful wit and
uncompromising confrontations of Thomas Paine, Robert Ingersoll,
and Robert Price in my move toward skepticism, so I cannot discount
the effectiveness of Dawkins and Harris' approach, which stems from
deep-rooted conviction and frustration with the persistence of
religion in modern society.

Carl Sagan's perspective on the tension between a
hard-line and a gentle approach bears quoting at length:

Have I ever heard a skeptic wax superior and
contemptuous? Certainly. I've even sometimes heard, to my
retrospective dismay, that unpleasant tone in my own voice. There
are human imperfections on both sides of this issue. Even when it's
applied sensitively, scientific skepticism may come across as
arrogant, dogmatic, heartless, and dismissive of the feelings and
deeply held beliefs of others. And it must be said, some scientists
and dedicated skeptics apply this tool as a blunt instrument, with
little finesse. Sometimes it looks as if the skeptical conclusion
came first, that contentions were dismissed before, not after, the
evidence was examined. All of us cherish our beliefs. They are, to
a degree, self-defining. When someone comes along who challenges
our belief system as insufficiently well based—or who, like
Socrates, merely asks embarrassing questions that we haven't
thought of, or demonstrates that we've swept key underlying
assumptions under the rug—it becomes much more than a search for
knowledge. It feels like a personal assault ...

 If we
offer too much silent assent about mysticism[4] and
superstition—even when it seems to be doing a little good—we abet a
general climate in which skepticism is considered impolite, science
tiresome, and rigorous thinking somehow stuffy and inappropriate.
Figuring out a prudent balance takes wisdom (Sagan 1996,
298-299).

Indeed, the quest for wisdom to strike the right
balance in my approach is perhaps the single greatest challenge I
face as I write. I have been guilty of crossing the line into a
mean-spirited confrontation with certain believing friends. My
sincere apologies go out again to the victims of my contempt. On
the other hand, some Christians have indicated to me they prefer a
direct attack like Dawkins' to an indirect one like Sagan's, since
at least one always knows where Dawkins stands.



Unfortunately for Dawkins, many believers who might
otherwise give his arguments a fair hearing cannot get past his
manner. In its review of Dawkins' and Harris' recent books,
Christianity Today magazine editorializes:

 You can
also tell that atheism is in trouble because it is becoming
increasingly intolerant. In the past, atheists (or secular
humanists or freethinkers) were often condescendingly tolerant of
their less-enlightened fellow citizens. While they disdained
religion, they treated their religious neighbors as good-hearted,
if misguided ... This newly aggressive mood is in danger of
undermining civil society ... Aikman evoked images of Mao's China
and Stalin's Russia as the future of America—if liberals ever
abandon true liberalism. Make no mistake; it is that potential
abandonment of liberalism that Harris and Dawkins are calling for
... The antitheistic rhetoric that erodes the ethos of respect is a
clear and present danger ... The new atheistic rhetoric betrays
panic, another sign of weakness. Atheism knows that it is losing
both arguments and the global tide[5] (Christianity Today
2007).

After reading this article in Christianity
Today, how likely would most believers be to pick up Dawkins'
The God Delusion, even if it contained arguments worth
considering? The article discusses very little of the contents of
the book. It doesn't need to, because its audience most certainly
does not wish do go down the path of Mao's China or Stalin's
Russia.

Does Dawkins liberally employ wit, irony and
ridicule? Certainly. But the Bible does the same against its
ideological competitors, for example, in this deliciously biting
polemic against idol makers:

 He cut
down cedars, or perhaps took a cypress or oak. He let it grow among
the trees of the forest, or planted a pine, and the rain made it
grow. It is man's fuel for burning; some of it he takes and warms
himself, he kindles a fire and bakes bread. But he also fashions a
god and worships it; he makes an idol and bows down to it. Half of
the wood he burns in the fire; over it he prepares his meal, he
roasts his meat and eats his fill. He also warms himself and says,
"Ah! I am warm; I see the fire." From the rest he makes a god, his
idol; he bows down to it and worships. He prays to it and says,
"Save me; you are my god." They know nothing, they understand
nothing; their eyes are plastered over so they cannot see, and
their minds closed so they cannot understand. No one stops to
think, no one has the knowledge or understanding to say, "Half of
it I used for fuel; I even baked bread over its coals, I roasted
meat and I ate. Shall I make a detestable thing from what is left?
Shall I bow down to a block of wood?" He feeds on ashes, a
deluded heart misleads him; he cannot save himself, or say,
"Is not this thing in my right hand a lie?" (Isaiah
44:14-20)[6]

I doubt the arch-skeptic Dawkins himself could have
matched the poignancy of the above passage. It is one of the finest
specimens in all the annals of skeptical literature. It resonates
with all nonidolaters. Yet when Dawkins dares to aim similar guns
against the foundations of Christianity and theism, he is
berated—not so much for his content, but for his approach—as a
"fundamentalist atheist," intolerant and antiliberal. If Dawkins
considers all religion to be evidentially on a par with idol
worship, Christians who embrace Isaiah 44 must grant him the right
to engage in the same kinds of rhetoric as does the author of the
Isaiah passage. It is irrelevant whether Christians think their
faith has greater warrant than that of the idolaters; the point is
that Dawkins does not believe so, and he is merely exercising his
freedom to say why.

Those who decry the style of Dawkins and his ilk
(for example, Bertrand Russell, Madalyn Murray O'Hair, Christopher
Hitchens, Daniel Dennett, or Sam Harris) ought also to denounce the
style of many of the scriptural authors who took the same—and
sometimes a more extreme—approach. Those who will not do so have
little ground for complaint against Dawkins' style.

We commonly hear politicians attacking their
opponents' ill-founded positions. Political dissent is generally a
sign of a healthy democracy, leading to the correction of abuses
that often occur in more autocratic societies like monarchies or
dictatorships. The engine that drives political dissent is the hope
or expectation of positive change. But when it comes to
worldviews, too often the assumption is that what we believe is who
we are and that we cannot change who we are, any more than we can
change the color of our skin or our physical height.

This being the case, it is sometimes considered just
as insulting to criticize the religious beliefs of others as it is
to criticize their race or gender. But I would argue that just as
it is possible to change our mind about a political policy, so it
is possible (even if difficult) for us to change our mind
concerning our religious beliefs. So if we allow for political
dissent, we must also allow for religious dissent without crying
"Foul!" whenever our beliefs are vigorously challenged. Resistance
to criticism and curtailing of free expression ought everywhere to
be discouraged, whether on an individual, corporate, or government
level. Progress flourishes only where free inquiry and the right to
criticize are unhindered; this is as true whether communist
governments persecute Christians or Muslim governments curtail the
free expression of atheists.

All this to say that, whether I take a gentle or
harsh approach, I am sure to elicit criticism. The very act of
confronting deeply cherished religious convictions is unforgivable
to some, regardless of my tactics.

Nevertheless, my aim is to ask my readers to
reconsider at least a few of their convictions, and I cannot do so
without inflicting some degree of what may be perceived as
insensitivity. Know that any such insensitivity is not deliberate,
however uncomfortable my calls for you to reconsider your views may
be. Having lived most of my life in the Christian fold, I recognize
I cannot ask you simply to jettison your faith as if it were a
common pair of dirty trousers. My own transition was long and
painful, rather more like ripping off my very skin than shedding my
trousers.

Two kinds of believers

Though many books have been written in an attempt to
discredit religion, there are few signs of its slipping away. Most
of you did not come to faith by carefully considering intellectual
arguments for the reasonableness of Christianity, nor are you
likely to leave the faith by reading counterarguments. My own
journey away from Christianity began within as I reflected on the
contradictory elements in the Bible, and on the conflict between
fundamentalist Christianity and my observations of the real world.
It was only after my doubts began that I undertook to read
materials written from a skeptical perspective, and I quickly
became struck by the magnitude of the evidence corroborating my
initial doubts. Doubt cannot be imposed from the outside; it must
begin from within.

Believers generally fall into one of two broad
categories: those who are confident they cannot be mistaken
regarding their fundamental beliefs and those who entertain doubts
to one extent or another. If you are as certain of the veracity of
your faith as the Muslim hijackers of September 11, 2001, were
certain of theirs, then it is unlikely that anything I have to say
will sway you from your current position.

I recall a discussion with a Christian friend who
expressed his doubt that I was ever a true believer to begin with.
Though it was apparent neither to me nor to my family, friends,
church, or mission organization, it is in theory possible that I
was never a true believer. But if that was the case for me, how can
anyone have assurance of being a true believer in the present?
Might you not consider yourself to be a believer and to have a
dynamic relationship with God, only to find yourself years later
leaving the faith and being told you were never a believer in the
first place? When I raised this question to my friend, he looked me
in the eye, pointed his finger firmly at me, and stated
unequivocally, "I will never leave Jesus."

We continued conversing about the merits of our
different perspectives, but it occurred to me later that further
discussion of these matters was pointless. Those who cannot allow
their views to be subject to revision by data or arguments they may
not have yet considered live in a separate world from mine. I
cannot imagine stating that I will never again become a Christian,
even if I consider it from my present vantage point highly
unlikely. If you think it impossible that you should ever change
your mind, I implore you to reconsider your certainty, just as you
would ask firmly believing Muslims to reconsider theirs.

Shortly after my deconversion I began corresponding
with a scholar who sought to lead me back to the Christian faith.
In response to some of my objections, he wrote the following
eloquent appeal:

All of us have to come down somewhere in the course
of life, because of its intrinsic demands. We can't wait forever.
So we go with what we have, open to further correction along the
way ... Why? Because [we] would rather live with the tension of
some unanswered objections than live with another tension—the
tension of casting doubt on Jesus. And why, in turn, do [we] choose
to live with that tension rather than the other? Because the Holy
Spirit has made Jesus real to [our] hearts. Again, this is not
irrational or subrational but suprarational. It makes sense. It
lies within the scope of responsible cognition. But it comes from a
source beyond human observation or verification, and it comes with
its own self-authenticating finality. And a thoughtful Christian
simply cannot deny this Jesus that has confronted him. So he sees
all the problems. And a mature Christian will respect the problems
and will let the problems humble him, reminding him of how little
he really knows about reality. But none of the problems is of such
intrinsic magnitude as to demand a denial of Jesus, and all of them
can be comprehended within a universe ruled by someone as complex
and majestic as this Jesus.

So the thoughtful Christian lives with the tensions.
He does not torment himself endlessly about "all these objections
to faith," as if they all had to be met and demolished before
Christian commitment could be accepted as possible. There they
stand. And some of them are not inconsiderable in their strength.
But then, there He stands! And he himself is compelling far more
than all these "issues." I know this will not answer you or satisfy
you. I don't expect it to. Consider it just an explanation as to
why someone could exercise all due personal responsibility in
wrestling with the problems of life and still be a Christian
without the slightest hesitation but rather with great gladness.
And God wants to give this to you, Ken. He does not despise you. He
loves you. Maybe that is what you are finding out—how much more he
loves you, how much bigger he is, than you ever thought before. May
it be.

Reading this message still tugs at my heartstrings
today, and it no doubt resonates deeply with most of my readers.
This is the essence of what I am up against. Please read on.

A look
ahead

Part I (chapters 1-5) of this book sets the stage
for the detailed critique of my reasons for believing in Part II.
In chapter 2 I include an updated version of my electronically
published journey entitled "From Missionary Bible Translator to
Agnostic" (Daniels 2003). In chapter 3 I recount, from the
perspective of the formerly believing Ken Daniels, my recollection
of a number of the reasons I chose to remain in the fold. In
chapter 4 I present from my postdeconversion perspective a number
of obstacles that prevented me from questioning my faith for many
years. I then examine critically in Part II my reasons for
persevering as a believer for more than a decade after my first
crisis of faith. I devote a chapter to each of these commonly cited
reasons for belief.












Chapter 2: My Journey from Missionary Bible Translator
to Humanist

 


 Introduction to my story

In recounting my journey in this chapter, I hope to
open a window to my life as both a Christian and an apostate,
allowing my readers to evaluate the authenticity of my former faith
and the motivations for my doubts. To that end, I have liberally
sprinkled my story with personal prayers, correspondence, and
reflection.

This chapter is based more on personal narrative and
experience than on objective arguments. I include my story because
of the flesh-and-blood context it provides for the central thesis
of this book. Consider the reflections of a Christian friend in
response to our dialogues:

 The topics
we cover in our discussions sometimes make me question my faith.
But what has a greater impact on it and brings deeper questions and
pain to my heart is when I hear you say that you have sought God
with all your heart, soul, and mind, and not found
Him.[7]

I'll take the opportunity up front to clear up any
uncertainty as to my present position. I have donned in succession
various labels since my deconversion: deist, agnostic, and
atheist-leaning agnostic (meaning that I suspect there is no god,
while leaving open the possibility that God does exist). For all
practical purposes, however, I am an atheist, though I prefer the
more positive terms naturalist or humanist: I
consider it likely that nature is all that exists, and I believe
that the most important aspect of our lives is how we relate to
other humans in an effort to make society a better place.

Life as an evangelical Christian






Early years: Unquestioned faith

I was born in Ethiopia in 1968 to evangelical
missionary parents. My mother's father was a very warm and kind
independent fundamental Baptist pastor. When she was nine, my
mother vowed to devote her life to God as a missionary and to
abstain from alcohol and movie-going. She kept these vows until her
death from cancer in 1998 at the age of 63. I have never met a more
selfless individual, and I will always respect the life she lived.
She began her missionary career in 1960 as a single nurse in the
mountains of Ethiopia, traveling by mule to treat those in need of
medical care.

My father's
family belonged to the Conservative Baptist denomination, which was
somewhat less fundamentalist than my mother's church, but was very
evangelical nonetheless.[8] My father built a house on his own at the
age of 16, sold it and gave the profits to missionary causes.
Having grown up in the Depression, he learned to be industrious,
hard working and devoted to the causes he believed in. He joined
Sudan Interior Mission (now simply SIM) and traveled to Ethiopia in
1960 as a building construction engineer, overseeing projects such
as Bible schools, hospitals, bridges, missionary housing, and
seminaries. He met my mother in 1965 and married in 1967.

One of my earliest memories is of a frightening
nighttime thunderstorm when I was four while on furlough in
California. I called to my mother, who came and comforted me,
assured me Jesus would protect us, and invited me to ask Jesus into
my heart. Trustingly, I prayed a prayer to accept Jesus as my
personal savior. I don't know how much this decision affected my
life at such an early age—I couldn't claim a dramatic conversion
from a profligate life, though I did understand I was a sinner and
needed to accept Jesus' sacrifice to take away my sins so I could
be with God. Over the ensuing years I became more committed to the
faith I had been taught, even reading the New Testament and nearly
half the Old Testament when I was ten years old.

But I was a typical kid, squabbling with my younger
sisters while growing up in Ethiopia, California, Arkansas,
Liberia, Oregon, and Nigeria. When I was a young teen at a mission
boarding school in Nigeria, one teacher in particular impressed me
with his sincerity and love. Mr. Crouch lived a disciplined life,
running with his dog in the countryside for half an hour each day
and spending a great deal of time with his wife. He often
emphasized to his students the need for us to talk with God and to
relate to him even more personally than with our closest friends.
(I was deeply saddened to hear of his death due to cancer in
2008.)

I can remember distinctly the first time I took his
advice to heart. I was lying on my bed trying to get to sleep and
started pouring out my heart to God, telling him my feelings,
praying for all my friends, and letting him know how much I
appreciated him until two in the morning. The joy I experienced in
knowing I was communicating with the very maker of the entire
universe was exhilarating. I continued for many years maintaining
an almost daily time of prayer and Bible reading. I sought to
please God in my thoughts, actions and words, and even my sisters
noticed a significant turnaround in my life as I promoted peace
instead of dissension in the family. However, I understood from
Paul's epistles that God's acceptance of me was based entirely on
his love for me, his sacrifice on my behalf, and not at all on any
of my personal accomplishments or righteousness.

After watching the missionary movie Peace
Child (Forsberg 1972) during my ninth grade year, I became
convinced God wanted me to bring the gospel to those who had never
heard of Jesus. I particularly sensed God's call to translate the
Bible into one of over 3,000 languages in the world in which it was
not available.

High school was a difficult but character-forming
time of life. I have very fond memories of the tight-knit group of
Christian classmates at the missionary boarding school I attended
through ninth grade. My sisters did not share my enthusiasm for the
rigors of the school, but my awakening to the place God had for me
in his world, along with the fellowship of like-minded friends,
made the strict regulations of the school and the absence of my
parents more tolerable. For my tenth grade year I moved to another
Christian missionary school in Nigeria, this time a relatively
large day school near our home with a greater mix of religious
backgrounds among the students. I missed the cocoon of the boarding
school, but I continued to grow in my knowledge of God and the
Bible. I read a good deal on young-earth creationism and later
wrote a private manuscript defending creationism against
evolution.

When I was 16 our family moved to Arkansas, where I
attended a public high school for my junior year. I felt like a
fish out of water, holing myself up in my room many evenings,
listening to songs on the local Christian radio station, and
weeping myself to sleep. During my whole year there I knew no one
who shared my zeal for God.

Our next move was to Longview in East Texas, where
my father became involved in a USA-based technical support mission
organization. For my senior year I attended a public high school
again, but my experience this time was considerably more positive.
Having already adjusted somewhat to American culture, I was able to
make more friends and was known as one of the most devout believers
in my class. Following my parents' example, I refrained from
attending movie theaters, though I did break with them in listening
to Christian rock music. As another example of my rigidity, I still
recall with pain the evening I invited a less legalistic
evangelical Christian girl to the annual high school coronation
dance. I was convinced that dancing was not appropriate for serious
Christians (I refused to listen to secular music because of its
immoral messages, let alone dance to it), so I sat at the dinner
table while my date danced with others. A teacher in attendance
asked me why I wasn't dancing, and when I explained my reasons, she
said she could understand why I might abstain from alcohol, but not
dancing.

One of my best friends that year was a Mormon, so I
read extensively on Mormonism from an evangelical perspective,
finding numerous faults in the Latter Day Saints' scriptures and
discussing them with my friend into the wee hours of the morning.
After I pointed out a number of historical and theological flaws in
Mormonism, he confided in me, "Religion is a bitch." I responded
that no, it was clear the universe was created by a personal being,
and so it was a no-brainer that we needed to give him our
allegiance. I never did convince him to leave his faith, but I
became more confident in the moorings of my own faith. I did agree
to read an apologetic book he gave me entitled A Marvelous Work
and a Wonder (Richards 1950) and was able to find enough faults
in its reasoning to dismiss it quite readily. It did not occur to
me to apply the same level of criticism to Josh McDowell's
Evidence that Demands a Verdict (McDowell 1979), a popular
evangelical apologetic work I read during that same year.

Though we were not Southern Baptists, our family
attended a local Southern Baptist church during our time in East
Texas. I invited to the church at least one high school student who
subsequently accepted Jesus as his savior. (It was awkward at my
twenty-year high school reunion in 2006 to encounter this friend
and hear him thank me for my role in leading him to Christ, who in
his view had helped him through some very difficult situations in
subsequent years.) The summer after high school graduation, I went
with a couple of friends to share our faith with people in parks
and door-to-door, inviting them to believe in Jesus and attend
church. In doing so, I felt we were in the center of God's will and
experienced a sense of euphoria as a result. I carried out this
kind of direct evangelism a few other times, but I was never a
regular at it.

Although our family was wary of charismatic and
Pentecostal experiences, I sought the baptism of the Holy Spirit
during a Christian music festival put on by Last Days Ministries,
founded by the late singer-songwriter Keith Green. I experienced a
flood of emotion but did not supernaturally "speak in tongues."
Thereafter I remained open to the charismatic branch of the
evangelical faith but never considered myself to be part of that
camp. Theologically I became inclined to call myself an
"evangelical ecumenicist," focusing on what united the evangelical
faith and not taking strong stands on points of disagreement. I
continued to distrust non-Protestant and liberal faiths, but I did
consider myself to be a little more ecumenical than my parents.

I chose to attend LeTourneau University, a
nondenominational evangelical Christian college in Longview, Texas.
I was still interested in Bible translation, but having written to
Wycliffe Bible Translators (the organization I was later to join)
concerning my dual interest in computer science and biblical
studies, they recommended I pursue a degree in computer science, as
these skills could be useful not only in Bible translation but in a
number of other endeavors. So I studied computer science and
engineering at LeTourneau, while taking at least one Bible course
per year. I enjoyed my experience there, though my social skills
were probably stunted by my obsession with my studies and by the
paucity of females on campus.

During spring break of my sophomore year, I sensed a
dryness in my relationship with God and found it difficult to keep
focused on him while praying. I decided to begin typing my prayers
daily on the computer, enabling me to gather my thoughts and avoid
daydreaming. My relationship with God was revitalized as a result,
and I kept up this practice off and on until I left the faith.

Crisis #1

It was during my junior year of college that I began
paying attention to difficult passages in the Old Testament in my
personal readings, some that troubled me for ethical reasons, and
others that seemed to be internally contradictory. For a while I
disregarded them, thinking there must be a good explanation, and
who was I anyway to question God (or was it really God)? But enough
of these difficulties built up in my mind that I decided to face
them head on, so I began in Genesis, listening to the Bible on
cassette while reading the text, writing down any passage that
troubled me or appeared contradictory. During spring break,
however, after I had reached the book of Jeremiah (over halfway
through the Bible), I met an attractive young lady at a Bible
college I was visiting. We struck up a long-distance relationship,
which, looking back now, helped take my mind off my doubts and
likely provided a good incentive to dismiss them. Whatever the
explanation, I was able to regain what I considered to be a
full-fledged, robust biblical faith. Though we dated for ten
months, we never kissed, wanting to reserve that privilege for
marriage!

During my college years I became an avid reader of
the evangelical news and opinion magazine Christianity
Today. It helped broaden my perspective and provided a global
context for my personal faith. In contrast to my earlier
young-earth creationist stance, the magazine staff accepted the
earth's great antiquity while rejecting evolution. In my senior
year I wrote a paper on the age of the earth for my Pentateuch
Bible class, adopting the Day-Age Theory to square the Genesis
account with an old earth. It was the book Christianity and the
Age of the Earth (Young 1988), by Christian geologist and old
earth creationist Davis Young, that had convinced me I had been
wrong about the age of the earth and that my reasons for believing
in a young earth had been merely illusory. However, I never
entertained the thought that evolution as an overarching concept
could be true, considering it to be simply preposterous, not to
mention unbiblical. I now feel that this transition to old earth
creationism was significant in that it introduced a tendency on my
part to rely on physical and historical evidence to interpret the
Bible rather than strictly the other way around.

Out of a desire to serve God and to break out of my
social shell, I chose to become the director of student ministries
for the college student body during my senior year. It was a
stretching experience as I helped organize teams to restore rundown
houses in town, plan student mission trips to Mexico, and conduct
worship meetings. Despite the pace of my activities, I remained
consistent in praying, seeking God and reading the Bible on a daily
basis.

Crisis #2

My second crisis of faith began later in my senior
year, shortly after I broke up with my girlfriend. My personal
study of the Bible again led me to the conclusion that it contained
errors and was probably not divinely inspired. However, I had
already signed up for a one-year certificate program at Columbia
Biblical Seminary (now Columbia International University), a
conservative, missions-oriented school in Columbia, South Carolina.
Though I wanted my faith to be restored, I was not sure whether I
would be able to attend, given the seminary's policy that graduates
must assent to the inerrancy of the Bible.

The
following summer, after graduating from college, I visited a
Unitarian Universalist church in Charlotte, North Carolina, as a
seeker. I asked one of the leaders whether he believed God listens
to prayer. He said he'd like to think God is out there somewhere
listening when we pray, but he wasn't sure. That was profoundly
disappointing to me—I wanted the assurance of a personal
god[9]
who could hear us and orchestrate events for ultimate good—so I
never returned to that church. During this time, in August 1990, I
wrote the following summary of my ideas about God, ideas I naively
believed to be self-evident without scriptural revelation:

God is that Being than which none greater or equal
can possibly exist.

God has made all that ever has existed or that ever
will exist.

Man, whom God loves intimately, is the center of and
purpose for God's creation.

God possesses all good qualities to an infinite
extent and manifests them to the degree that will bring about the
least possible conflict among the differing good qualities, which
include: love, justice, mercy, grace, purity, compassion, humor,
aesthetic appeal, creativity, fairness, faithfulness,
longsuffering, gentleness, power, free will, knowledge, wisdom,
serenity, generosity, self-existence, indivisibility, immortality,
joy, sympathy, and comfort.

God created man for the purpose of pleasing
himself.

God created man with the will to choose whether or
not to fulfill that purpose.

God's allowance for man to choose required the
creation of options which please God and options which do not
please him.

The options which do not please God constitute that
which is known as evil.

God has allowed enough evil, suffering, injustice,
ambiguity, and pleasure to exist in the cosmos so that the choice
between pleasing God and not pleasing God is a choice that requires
consideration, for only choices that require consideration are
meaningful to God.

No human has without fail chosen to please God.

For man to please God requires that man make the
choice to do so, but beyond that man can fulfill no other
requirements. All other requirements are fulfilled only through
God's enabling.

These requirements include: praising God for who he
is; thanking him for his favor in all its manifestations;
confessing choices made that do not please him; confiding in him
the most intimate aspects of one's soul and experience; asking him
to reveal the truth in every significant matter; asking him to meet
the needs of others; asking him to meet one's own needs; treating
others in the same way that one would wish to be treated; and
acting upon the directives which God implants in one's conscience
after one has honestly and humbly sought God with all his
heart.

God, being just, will in some way reward those who
choose to please him and will in some way punish those who choose
to displease him.

God, being merciful, will in some way temper his
justice for those who acknowledge wrong choices and who choose to
make God's pleasure their ongoing aim.

God has created man with an immortal soul.

God is free to direct his creation as he chooses, so
supernatural events (miracles) are possible.

Just as the universe had a beginning in time, so it
will have an end in time.

In sum, I was convinced of God's existence, power
and goodness. I earnestly desired to live my life to please him,
but my misgivings about the Bible led me to question the Christian
faith.

At one point I shared some of my struggles with my
father, who had himself experienced at least one crisis of faith as
a young man. He listened to my reasons for doubting but chastised
me for my disrespect for God's word. I was somewhat hurt by his
response at the time, but I understood where he was coming from and
did not harbor ill will against him.

I did not relish the inner turmoil I was
experiencing, and I truly did want to believe, so I wrote to the
seminary I had applied to and explained my situation. When they at
last responded a couple of weeks before the start of the school
year, they invited me to attend despite my doubts.

Accepting the invitation of the seminary, I found
myself a skeptic among a sea of believers. The atmosphere was
electric—filled with people who loved God with a passion and degree
of sincerity I had rarely witnessed elsewhere. About three months
into my seminary studies, after having talked with some
understanding professors and friends and having read the
no-nonsense nineteenth-century apologetic work An Examination of
the Alleged Discrepancies of the Bible (Haley 1876), my
confidence in the reliability of the Bible was restored.

Because Old Testament ethics had contributed
significantly to my doubts, I elected to write a paper entitled
"The Morality of the Old Testament God" as part of a Christian
apologetics class. Following are its concluding paragraphs:

Integrity mandates the admission that God's
reference to slaves as property poses not a little difficulty. And
so it goes for the seeming lesser value attributed to females than
to males in Leviticus 27:1-8. Some of the wartime acts of the
Israelites carried out with God's sanction stir the soul to
revulsion. Not all questions lend themselves to answers that can be
detailed in an undertaking of this proportion, and some may not
lend themselves to satisfactory solutions in any treatise on the
subject. Yet it is not the nature of the transcendent, sovereign
God to reveal every matter to finite minds:

Let a man solve the grand problem of the ages; let
him tell us why an infinitely wise, powerful, and benevolent
Creator allowed evil to enter at all his universe—let him explain
this contradiction, and we may safely engage to explain those which
occur in the Bible. For none of them—not all together—are so dark,
unfathomable, and appalling as this one grand, ultimate Discrepancy
(Haley 1876, 34).

Yes, let a man devise a worldview that eliminates
every difficulty, answers every question, and empties life of every
challenge. Such a man ceases to bear any relation to the world of
all human experience. Rather, let a man diligently and humbly seek
to adopt that system which offers the most coherent framework for
reconciling the greatest number of conflicts and which provides the
greatest unity among the disciplines of science, history, theology,
and reason. Then let him not allow that framework to fall on
account of a limited selection of mysteries which remain
unsolved.

Here is my brief account of that doubting experience
from my perspective as a believer two years later:

First I had to understand that neither life nor the
Bible always lends itself to complete understanding by the human
mind. God provides for us a firm-enough basis to believe with our
minds and desires our trust in the remaining matters of faith that
are not self-evident. I believe God has made Himself more real to
me through that testing, and I look forward to the ways He will use
me because of it.

Marriage and missions

Following my year of seminary I moved back to my
parents' house near Charlotte, North Carolina. It was there that I
met my beautiful wife Charlene Newton. The day before meeting her,
I had asked God to let me meet my wife the next day at church. The
very day we met on June 30, 1991, I was impressed enough to think
of her as my future wife.

We began a wonderful romance, helped by the Sunday
school superintendent who asked us to teach the junior high Sunday
school class together. We married in June 1992 and lived in
northern Minnesota for a year together before joining Wycliffe
Bible Translators (hereafter referred to as Wycliffe). We look back
at our time in Minnesota with fond memories of our friends and the
Bible Church we attended. I taught the high school Sunday school
class, and Charlene and I together helped with junior high AWANA, a
Bible memory club for children.

Our next-door neighbor was the only avowed atheist
with whom I conversed at length until well after my deconversion.
My immediate reaction when he told me of his atheism was to say,
"You mean you believe in evolution?" From my perspective the
theory of slime-to-man evolution was the most preposterous idea
imaginable. I could not understand how my friend could wear his
badge of evolution and materialistic philosophy so proudly. The
night before our departure from Minnesota, I stayed up talking with
him until four o'clock in the morning, patiently trying to persuade
him that, even if evolution were possible, it could not account for
the origin of matter and natural laws. We parted ways respectfully,
neither of us having been swayed, but I do recall thinking that
atheism could indeed solve a number of difficult questions about
the nature of reality. I did not give these thoughts any lasting
consideration, however, because I was not able to accept that the
universe could have arisen through impersonal, blind forces.

The ensuing years involved in retrospect an almost
insane flurry of activity. By 1999, seven years into our marriage,
we had lived in 18 places for one month or longer in six different
countries. In our first eleven years of marriage, the longest we
lived in one residence was 18 months.

On the basis of Paul's theology, we believed that
those who die without hearing and responding to the gospel will not
be saved:

"Everyone who calls on the name of the Lord will be
saved." How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed
in? And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not
heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them? And
how can they preach unless they are sent? As it is written, "How
beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!" (Romans
10:13-15)

It has always been my ambition to preach the gospel
where Christ was not known. (Romans 15:20a).

Taking Paul's example, we chose to minister among
the Daza people of Niger on the edge of the Sahara desert. There
were no known Christian believers in this ethnic group of 500,000
souls; we felt that by reaching them, we would be helping to speed
the day of Christ's return, a day when there would be "a great
multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people
and language, standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb"
(Revelation 7:9).

Before setting foot among the Daza, however, we were
required to take graduate linguistic courses at the University of
North Dakota and at a linguistic institute affiliated with Wycliffe
in Dallas. Funding for our future ministry required that we raise
regular financial support commitments from churches and friends; as
a "faith" mission, Wycliffe did not directly provide for our salary
or expenses. This support raising involved much travel in the USA
and Canada, including two trips of over 10,000 miles each.
Difficult pregnancies and infants and toddlers made these journeys
quite a challenge, but the hardships were offset by meaningful
contacts with friends and churches.

Our first overseas stop was Belgium, where we
studied French for a year (1995-96), since the official language of
Niger is French (though only a tenth of the populace speaks it).
Pregnancy interrupted our plans to go to Africa, so we spent two
months at a linguistic school in France, where our second son was
born. From there we went to a beautiful Bible school in Switzerland
to continue practicing our conversational French for three months
before moving on to a three-month orientation to African living in
the country of Cameroon. The highlight of our time there was our
three-week stay in the village home of a Cameroonian family with
our two diaper-clad boys. (Space precludes mention of a great many
interesting details in all these travels, but you can imagine how
it might have been for us.)

In 1997 we finally arrived in Niamey, Niger, one of
the hottest capital cities in the world. Before moving to the Daza
area, we spent a year in the capital doing "group service," which
for me involved computer support for the over 30 Wycliffe
missionaries in the country. We did make a one-month trip to the
Daza area, a three-day, 900-mile trip from our center of operations
in Niamey. It was during that trip that Charlene became pregnant
for the third time. Morning sickness and a five-hour delay due to
sand on the road etched the return trip forever in our memories.
Because of the pregnancy and because my mother was in the final
stages of her sixteen-year battle with cancer, we shortened our
four-year overseas term by one year and returned to the USA for
furlough in 1998. My mother passed away at the age of 63 while we
were en route. The pain of her loss was tempered by the knowledge
that her suffering was over and that she was in the presence of her
creator. I do not recall being angry at God, nor did I question his
sovereignty at that point, even though I missed her greatly.

Crisis #3

For most of our yearlong furlough we pursued further
linguistic training in North Dakota and Dallas. From the time of my
1991 crisis, I had managed to avoid serious doubt and remained
confident in the truth of the gospel. However, my faith was again
shaken in the spring of 1999 during a linguistics course taught by
a Wycliffe member. One assignment was to read George Lakoff's
Women, Fire and Dangerous Things (Lakoff 1990), primarily a
treatise on linguistic categories. Somewhat tangentially, Lakoff
mentioned so-called "ring species" as an example of the difficulty
of making objective linguistic references to reality. For example,
several varieties of Ensatina salamanders surround the San
Joaquin Valley of the U.S. Pacific coast. Traditionally a species
is defined as a population that can interbreed and produce healthy,
fertile offspring. In the case of this salamander, however, it is
difficult to determine the species boundaries. If there are ten
varieties surrounding the valley, variety one can interbreed with
neighboring variety two, and two with three, and so forth, but
where the circle is completed with variety one adjacent to variety
ten, the two do not interbreed successfully.

This called to mind a problem that Bible translators
face when attempting to determine what constitutes a language. In a
prior language survey class, I had learned of dialect chains where
speakers of dialect A could understand speakers of neighboring
dialect B; dialect B was mutually intelligible with dialect C; C
with D; and so forth to F; but speakers of A could not understand
speakers of F. So how many languages are there, and which dialect
should be the target of a new Bible translation? I had no trouble
believing that language dialects evolved from a parent stock, so it
seemed that something comparable could have happened with
biological species, which disturbed my notion of the fixity of
species. I realize that many creationists accept limited evolution
even outside the species level, but for some reason I was shaken by
the parallels between linguistic and biological evolution, to the
point that I began to suspect evolution might be true.

Almost out of the blue, I began to doubt the very
existence of God. I recall attending a triumphal Easter service
while weeping internally at my inability to connect with the
enthusiasm of the believers surrounding me. Wishing to resolve my
doubts, I wrote a letter explaining my thoughts to the professor of
my linguistics class. When I subsequently met with him, he helped
me see that a number of my difficulties stemmed from an overly
rigid conception of inerrancy and a limited human view of God's
purposes. One rhetorical question he posed stuck with me and helped
me see the narrowness of my thinking: "Why is it that just
Westerners doubt God's existence?" Quite quickly my doubts were put
to rest. This bout with doubt ended after only a month.

Just three months later we were back for our second
term in Niger. In July 1999 we moved to our allocation in N'Guigmi,
a town of about 10,000 on the edge of the Sahara. We had three
children in cloth diapers at the same time, and running water was
unavailable during the daytime. However, the perseverance of our
closest colleagues and their six children, not to mention the
hardships of the people of Niger, helped keep our situation in
perspective. One of our most persistent challenges was to discern
who was truly in need and how to meet those needs.

Our initial task in N'Guigmi was to learn Dazaga,
the language of the Daza people. Though some previous linguistic
work had been done in the language, there was no standardized
writing system. During the year we were involved in the Dazaga
project, we hired a language associate to help us learn some of the
basics of the language. We used French as a common language to
discuss Dazaga and elicit recordings. It was gratifying to play a
role, along with several Dazaga speakers and another missionary, in
developing a government-recognized orthography (standard writing
system) for Dazaga.

While in N'Guigmi there was plenty of time to read
in the evenings. I was greatly encouraged to read Darwin's Black
Box by biochemist Michael Behe, who offered extraordinary and
seemingly undeniable proof of the irreducible complexity of
nature's wonders at the microscopic level. Any lingering doubts
about God's role in creation were swept away. This portion of my
prayer from January 23, 2000, captures my mood at the time:

Father God, thank you for continuing to reveal
yourself to me and for reaffirming my confidence that you indeed
designed all of creation. How could I ever have doubted a year ago
that you exist? What got into me? How did I presume to account for
the existence of matter and all the interacting physical laws
without recourse to Someone outside of matter, time and the
physical laws? Given that I can be assured of your existence and
interest in my life, why do I ever go through a day without giving
you my best, without praising you with all my soul, without
confiding in you all my dreams and fears, without invoking your aid
on behalf of family, friends, and those who are serving you around
the world?

Crisis #4: Return from the mission field

In March 2000 we traveled to the neighboring country
of Burkina Faso to attend a phonology workshop. It was during our
month there that my doubts again came to a head, setting in motion
our return from the mission field. Charlene and I had decided in
January to read through a chronological one-year Bible together. As
we read through the Pentateuch, I began recalling all the reasons
for my earlier doubts. Again, many of my concerns were related to
ethics, though I also noted what seemed to be pagan understandings
of God and culturally conditioned modes of worship, as well as a
few anachronisms that pointed to post-Mosaic authorship of the
Pentateuch.

Often when I had been tempted to doubt earlier, I
would remind myself of the many fulfilled prophecies of the Bible
outlined in Evidence that Demands a Verdict (McDowell 1979)
and other apologetic works. But I was confused as to why on the one
hand the Old Testament seemed so ugly while at the same time it
seemed to have amazing predictive ability. The prophecy of the 70
weeks of Daniel particularly impressed me because of its accuracy
in predicting the time of the messiah's coming. Subsequently I
found arguments on both sides of the issue on the Internet, but the
skeptical explanations began to look increasingly plausible.

Not wanting to give up the faith that had been so
dear to me for so long, I searched the Internet for some helpful
apologetic articles. I had heard that Clark Pinnock was an
apologist of a more scholarly caliber than Josh McDowell, so I
searched for his name. Instead of finding anything written by
Pinnock, I found an online book referencing him entitled Beyond
Born Again by Robert M. Price (Price 1993). Price spent his
youth as a fundamentalist, attended Gordon-Conwell Theological
Seminary as an evangelical, transitioned to liberal Christianity,
then went on to earn two doctorates in New Testament studies. He
was still a liberal believer when he wrote this book, but he later
became a humanist after some 20 years as a liberal Christian. In
any case, his was the first book I had read specifically attacking
evangelicalism, and it was compelling, throwing my already fragile
faith into a tailspin. I don't believe I would have been willing to
listen to anything he had to say had it not been for my prior
misgivings about the Old Testament. Having devoted my life to the
calling of Bible translation, it was devastating to realize that
the Bible probably is not God's word after all. You can only
imagine the knot in my stomach and the beating of my heart with
every new discovery I made confirming my suspicions that the Bible
is man-made from start to finish.

Following is a prayer from April 7, 2000, shortly
after our return to the mission center in Niamey, Niger:

Father God, God of all creation, the one who made
me, the one who loves me more than anyone else, the one who desires
my well-being, I come to you today with a very heavy heart. Or more
precisely, a knot in my stomach. Once again, it appears to me that
all I have been taught about the inspiration of the Bible is false.
Deep down inside me, I have a very, very strong suspicion that the
Bible is human and not divine through and through. You know the
passages I struggle with. I can't seem to reconcile my conception
of your nature with the way your character is portrayed in the
Bible, particularly in the Old Testament. Where do I get this sense
of moral injustice when I read about how a master is not to be
punished for beating his slave as long as the slave doesn't die,
because the slave is his property [Exodus 21:20]? There seems to be
within me a moral law that stands in judgment of the Bible. Is this
internal moral law a product of my culture that is to be submitted
to the higher moral law of the Bible, or vice versa?

Why does the Old Testament incessantly violate my
idea of right and wrong? Why does it regard women in such a poor
light? Why are the people of Yahweh supposed to wipe out men, women
and children but are allowed to take the virgins for themselves
[Deuteronomy 21:10-14; Numbers 31:17-18]? Why are the sacrifices
offered in the tabernacle called food for Yahweh [Leviticus
21:21-23]? Why does Yahweh need sacrifices anyway? Can't he simply
forgive those who ask for his forgiveness, just as we humans
forgive each other? Why do some people get zapped instantly for
touching the ark inadvertently [2 Samuel 6:1-8] while Aaron, Moses'
brother, gets off scot-free after making a golden calf for the
people to worship [Exodus 32], and then he becomes the leader of
the priesthood and the recipient of the best of all the offerings
of the people? Why do women suspected of adultery have to go
through some bizarre ordeal of drinking bitter water and seeing
their womb swell and thigh waste away, while no provision is made
for women to test their husbands for the same offense [Numbers
5:11-31]?

 God, the weight of all these troublesome
passages, and many more, add up in my mind to foolishness. Or at
least an attribution of ancient cultural ideas on the God of all
creation. The list goes on: the Bible's endorsement of
polygamy[10] [2 Samuel 12:8], the magic of the striped
sticks causing sheep's offspring to be striped [Genesis 30:31-43],
the assertion that camels don't have split hooves [Leviticus
11:1-4],[11] the mixed use of round numbers and exact
numbers in Numbers [3:39-51] to justify paying redemption money to
Aaron's family, Yahweh's command to hamstring the horses [Joshua
11:6], the barbaric brutality of the Israelites in their holy wars,
the contradictory teachings on divorce [Deuteronomy 22:19, 29; Ezra
10:2-3; Malachi 2:16; Mark 10:11-12], the many little historical
contradictions, the attempt to explain language diversification
through a "how-the-leopard-got-its-spots" Tower of Babel story
[Genesis 11:1-9], the conception of a young earth which is clearly
unattested to by the facts [Genesis 1-11], the inability of
Christians to agree on so many doctrines while reading the same
Bible that seems to say one thing in one place and another in
another place, the long process of canonizing the Bible, the
vengeful attitudes ascribed to Yahweh when his wayward people are
attacked by their enemies, the sacrifices in Ezekiel's temple that
has yet to be built [Ezekiel 40],[12] the vengeance Samson took
on his betrayers under the influence of the Spirit of Yahweh
[Judges 14:19], the exclusively physical punishments and rewards
promised for the Israelites [Deuteronomy 28] with no mention of
heaven until late in the writing of the Old Testament, and on and
on and on.

How much of this am I expected to absorb and put
into the filing cabinet labeled "troublesome, contradictory or
unjust but accept it by faith anyway"? How much tension can a soul
take? Why does it seem like I'm just about the only one in my
circle of friends that struggles with these issues as deeply as I
do? Am I warped, proud, or rebellious? Are you blinding my eyes
because I haven't spent enough time with you in prayer lately? Or
are the things I'm beginning to suspect—that the Bible is not
divinely inspired—true after all? This is not just an academic
exercise. The direction of the rest of my life, if not eternity,
depends on it. I know that even if the Bible is true, you don't
mind my bringing these questions before you, since the Psalms
record similarly piercing doubts that David experienced.

Father God, take me in your arms just as I would
take [our children] in my arms in a time of trouble, and comfort me
with words of assurance and love and healing. I know you are my
creator. I know beyond a shadow of a doubt that you made me and
love me. I ask you to have compassion on me and lead me to the
truth. I ask you to search my heart and reveal to me anything that
displeases you and that stands in the way of my finding the truth
about the Bible. Open up my eyes so I can see my sin as you see it,
and give me the courage and strength to put it away. I confess that
I have been detached from you and my family and friends. I have
been living in a world of my own mind, excluding those who are
dearest to me. I have been objecting to the inequality of men and
women expressed in the Bible, yet I've effectively been reinforcing
it in my own marriage by leaving Charlene to do all the household
work. Forgive me, I pray, and help me to get back on the right
footing.

Father, if I could only sit before you and talk with
you as a man talks with another man, if only I could ask you what
you had in mind when you made humanity and allowed so many
different religions to take root and lead to so many confusing,
contradictory and sometimes harmful paths. Why are people so
gullible to believe so many contradictory things? Muslims believe
what they do because they've been exposed to Islamic teachings and
social influences, and it seems no different from why Christians
are Christians. If no one major religion is the truth, then what
is? Do I have to make up a minor religion to get at the truth?
Heaven forbid! In my opinion there are already too many religions.
Oh, Father, I don't want to be impertinent. I don't want to reject
Jesus as the Son of God if he really is the Son of God or
equivalent to God. But if he isn't the Son of God, then I don't
want to spend my life in Africa proclaiming he is. What do I do,
Lord, what do I do? Comfort my soul, Father. Thank you. Thank you
for coming over me with your presence and that indescribable peace
that assures me of your care for me. You have answered my prayer to
take me in your arms and comfort me. I love you, I love you, I love
you.

Thank you for my loving wife with whom I can discuss
freely so many things. Thank you, thank you, thank you that I
didn't marry [my former girlfriend]. There's no way I could have
discussed any of this with her without being stonewalled. I believe
you truly did bring us together, that you meant for me to have her
and vice versa. Thank you for our three precious little children.
How they bring joy to my life! You are truly an incredible genius
to have conceived of the idea of babies and little children. Thank
you for keeping them alive and in relatively good health to this
point. Even if you decide someday to take them away, I pray that I
would be able to join with Job in saying, "The Lord gives and takes
away; blessed be the name of the Lord." [...]

I love you Father, even though I'm confused. If my
unbelief is unsubstantiated, help me in my unbelief, and may I be
convinced that the Bible is indeed your word. If my unbelief is
merited, I pray you'll help me know how to proceed from here. In
either case, I pray you'll take away the blinders from my eyes that
stem from my self, my sin, my culture, my religion or Satan,
whatever the case may be. It seems that there are very few who
manage to rise above the beliefs of their own culture. It's usually
the intellectuals. I have a hard time believing that you would set
things up in such a way that only intellectuals find the truth. But
I see how grotesque the fruits of anti-intellectualism have been in
so many societies, and I don't want to have part in that either.
How do I find truth, Father? I pray as I come to you in prayer
during this special time of seeking that you will reveal yourself
to me in such a way that I can be assured of the truth. I certainly
can't find it out on my own or exclusively through intellectual
evaluation. I want to seek truth in the way that you want me to go
about it, whether it means accepting the Bible by faith, reading
philosophy, praying until you reveal yourself to me, going to
seminary, meditating, reflecting, talking with others, or any
combination of the above. My problem is that I really don't know
how to go about it. I need your hand to guide me.
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