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   in·fi·del

    noun \ˈin-fə-dəl, -fə-ˌdel\

   : a person who does not believe in a religion that someone regards as the true religion

    

   http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/infidel

    

   


    

   THE AUTHOR’S APOLOGY FOR HIS BOOK

    

   When at the first I set my mind to write

   Surrounding all I saw of Christ was blight

   Nary did I know in such a way I’d stop short;

   To think myself worthy to speak, I’d snort.

   The snorting, surely, showed my own esteem,

   Yet prophets of God oft start this way it seems.

   Though leery of self to swing such a pendulum

   (To think me low and then so high, was I not dumb?)

   I took to learning, as if smarts were of import

   And sought, as it were, truth from false to sort.

   The goal, to be wise, left me always learning.

   To learn one thing led to more for the yearning.

   Writing what I knew, which may be little when compared

   Would fine-tune and change in ways I was not prepared.

   And thus failing to write anything for which was worth to be read

   I was oft depressed almost wishing to be dead.

   With luck, as with life failing to depart, so wisdom too remains

   And the better part thereof has led to many gains.

   Those gains of which from now I lead my life

   Come from a journey which started full of strife.

   If you, like me, seek only love and peace

   You may find my words enlightening and give your mind increase.

   The other path, which seems dreadful and sour,

   May give rise to anger which you wish to empower.

   For this I do give pause and offer my condolence

   I apologize deeply yet true words need no atonements

   And so, though my aim be not that of offense,

   No doubt heads will flame from one side of the fence

   Beliefs, be them dear, shut minds to reason and raise emotion

   And such feelings should, in fact, give one a notion

   That reason has been closed off with fight-or-flight replaced

   And cause a pause to reflect what this shows on its face:

   Obstinacy and refusal of truth from cognitive dissonance inside

   Like a mirror proving ugliness yet having only pride.

   Facts and opinions should never cause offense

   Emotions fighting reason makes nearly zero sense.

   Best then it is for logic to make its stand

   And refute soundly an idea without raising a backhand.

   With all this in mind, my journey starts where it oft ends

   And circles back to where others might deem it begins

   I explain my walk with God which led my faith be changed

   To one without “Christ” though not fully estranged.

    

    

   Preface

    

   To ease any suspicion, I would like to express that I am fully aware of the ways in which this story demonstrates my own failures and calloused heart—both in the content of the story and, at times, the ways in which I have presented it. I believe there is much insight to be gleaned from such failures, and this is a major factor in my decision to publish the book. As such, I would like to extend an actual apology as I had quite more to learn even after writing this. In particular, the last two chapters leave me scoffing yet again at my own foolish ways. I have learned much in the last four years, and I am now appalled yet again at my beliefs and choices of words. Such colorful remarks may appear throughout the book, but I will leave them as they were written—partly out of sheer laziness, but also to serve as a record of my growth whilst I attempted to comprehend this thing called life.

    

   I am no longer so polar in my views of humanity when it comes to religion and politics. I now feel as if most hatred is a mere consequence of misunderstanding from preconceived ideas due to the forced demonization of the “other” in order to acquire votes. I had fallen for such tactics and I now regret it deeply. I apologize in advance if I insinuate or explicitly state that you or your political leaders are evil or if I use words that intentionally spite your heart-felt beliefs. I was a fool and quite likely still am in other ways. That said, I do hope you enjoy my story for what it is and learn something along the way.
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   An Infidel’s Progress

    

   [image: ] ain pounded on my windshield in heavy glops as I drove away. The windshield wipers furiously swished in vain perfectly juxtaposing my feelings of beating at the wind in futility. As the thunder rolled and dark clouds bellowed in, I cried out to God, “I cannot take this anymore! Judge me or judge him! Strike one of us dead with lightning and show once and for all who is in the right!” My mind raced in frustration and confusion as I struggled with my position and my feelings, having yet again been accused of being arrogant, proud, and ungodly for what I believed. 

   I had tried to reject my unpopular beliefs and I had even accused myself of foolishness many times before, but studying always brought me right back to what I had learned. I could not disown what I deeply knew to be true. If my beliefs were wrong, then God himself would have to stop me. My beliefs remained steadfast and I clearly had no capability of changing them.

   Not wanting to defy God, I thought it best that he confirm me or else blot me from existence. My heart could no longer take the burden of questioning and fighting given my own understanding of the faith, and I certainly did not wish to war against God’s kingdom. For too long had I fought against what had become of Christianity while wholly believing myself to serve the Christian God. For too long had I been accused of evil despite a whole-hearted desire for righteousness. I could bear no more and I wished for either death or confirmation in my efforts. 

   I had been so accused of arrogance and pride many times before and, quite unfortunately, I still had many more coming. My understanding that the kingdom of God had lost its way and now served many idols did not garner much support from other Christians. I came to understand that Jesus’ followers had fled from his teaching and had corrupted his faith after his death just as Jesus foretold. 

   I believed it then and I believe it now that Christianity has lost what made it most beautiful and has traded it in for a disunified mess of opinions and the blind followings of Molech, Baal, and Mammon. Lacking a desire to follow humans or demons rather than God himself, I became quite the scholar of Christian beliefs trying to decipher who was right and who was wrong. No one enjoyed the conclusions I came to and I was readily labeled a heretic. 

   As I look around today, I realize that I did not carry my burden alone despite the appearance of solitude and the constant vitriol within my journey. There is a trend. More and more, especially with the unintended help of Donald Trump, Christians are beginning to realize that their faith is broken. So many Christians are filled with hate, malice, bloodlust, lies, deceit, racism, sexism, and a plethora of other nasty words that leave other Christians scratching their heads. They remember Jesus preaching a message of love, peace, and support for the down-trodden yet most Christians, who primarily support Trump for president, are focused on just the opposite. 

   A glorious force awakens as these thinking Christians begin to recognize the error while wondering what went wrong. The foretold apostasy came and went with hardly anyone noticing. My story will shed some light on this divergence from Jesus as I walk through my own radically painful journey through Christendom. It can be difficult and challenging to explain things with such a touchy topic, so please bear with me as I try to tie all the pieces together throughout the events in my life—no doubt there will be disagreement right off, but there is indeed logic to all my madness.

   If you want the quick and dirty rendition of my learnings without the fluff and backstory, you can skip straight to the Scripture section of this book which lays down a decent foundation for the heresy which made me such an outcast. I feel this would be extremely less useful for full comprehension, but it might at the very least provide some food for thought. My complete story is far more comprehensive, delivers my position more poignantly, shows the path by which I came to my conclusions, and demonstrates the full cost I paid to obtain them. I did not magically pull any beliefs out of a hat and they often did far worse than tickle my fancy or soothe my itching ears. Quite the contrary, I found myself continually ostracized, accused, and alone—much like Jesus proclaimed would occur to his followers. The story is not all terrible, however, as it is quite adventurous and filled with supernatural phenomena and even demons—or so I thought at the time.

   Whether agreeing with my heresy or not, there is still great value in understanding the mind of a radical semi-fundamentalist Christian such as I was. It is also good to be aware of the new theories and ideas Christians are turning to and recognizing the fallacies one can be trapped in even when trying wholeheartedly to be logical and pure in heart. 

   With such a story, I also hope to serve as a mediator for atheists to understand crazy Christian behavior as mine, and for Christians to have a much kinder disposition toward atheists as would please the very Jesus they love. I also wish to provide what I believe to be the original message that Jesus preached which can be cherished by all lovers of peace and not simply by Christians alone.

   At the risk of reducing my credibility to Christians and sounding even more like a heretic, I must reveal that I became an atheist before I could finish this book. I do not eat babies and I do not hate Christians, but I do still hate what has become of Jesus’ teachings and the suffering his proclaimed followers often cause. I simply wish for the hate to end. For what it is worth, I learned all my unconventional thoughts as a Christian entirely devoted to God with a supposed spirit of God to guide me rather than as a non-believer. Even as an atheist, however, I am much closer to Christianity than even most Christians I see today.

   I no longer believe in a personified deity, but I still serve love as my God whom the Christians claim to be their own God. If God is indeed love, then we should indeed be serving the same God whether truly personified or not. I even genuinely love the kingdom of which Jesus originally spoke despite my denying a deity behind it. His message uplifted humanitarian and altruistic ways which are perfectly honorable things to an atheist. The self-sacrifice to live for others without thought or concern for personal gain is amazing and yet far too radical even for Jesus’ own followers to acknowledge let alone uphold. If Christians whole-heartedly began to actually follow Jesus and if it appeared to work out half as well as Jesus promised, I just might be intrigued enough to give it another try. As it stands, I know far too well the kind of harm religion can cause and this certainly includes myself as a culprit and victim alike. My faith harmed not only myself but those around who likewise harmed me with their faith. Christianity, as my story will show, can be extremely harmful when straying from the path Jesus truly set forth.

   Since assumptions inundate this topic and because people have a proclivity to use their own understanding in comprehending another person’s words, I will walk you through my own life, how I came to my conclusions, and I will show myself to have been seeking God truly and with all my strength. The most common thing I hear from Christians to atheists is to give God a chance, and I would like it to be clear beyond any doubt that I did—and this is where it led me. I made this pursuit of God my very life above all else that this world had to offer, and nearly every step of the way my faith led me to believe that God supported me in my endeavors. Perhaps he did, but I concede that it is far more likely that I fell into some common traps of confirmation bias and poor understanding of statistics.

   Within my story, I include seemingly supernatural accounts as well as a few mundane events illustrating my involvement with the faith. If you find yourself getting bored with the generic Christian life early on, or if you are short on time, feel free to skip ahead to Chapter 8 where I experience my first “miracle” and become more radical in my faith. You could also skip to Chapter 13 where I become radical a second time and begin an even crazier journey than my previous episode. The main purpose of the early chapters is to show my heart-felt investment, my collaboration with Christian groups, my seeking God throughout, and to provide a background of where I have been. 

   I did not seek my own way and I did not desire to be different—it just so happened that I became an outcast via the pure intention of being a devoted follower of Christ. If indeed such a pursuit of God is as powerful and useful as is often professed, then surely my conclusions must count for something. If a similar striving leads others to different conclusions, then what good is seeking? It would then seem more likely that our conclusions are derived from our own imaginings guiding our biases. I gave it my all as this book will demonstrate and I do believe my efforts provided some great revelation worthy of consideration.

   I write this mostly for Christians since it is their faith which has been corrupted and which I wish to see restored. I thus refer to many common Christian phrases, concepts, and teachings, but be it far from incomprehensible for others. It still holds value for everyone, religious or not. I hope atheists will also enjoy this new perspective on Christianity and encourage the thinking Christians who are seeking real answers to give this book a read. Perhaps they will resonate with my story as I systematically go through my experiences, my thought processes, and the frame of mind I was in as I made my progress from Christian to infidel.

   In the end, I hope for my life to have had meaning. I do not wish to merely live and die proving to be as useless and unremarkable as an ant or as lazy and boring as a couch potato. I do not hold to Paul’s belief as he quoted that we ought to “eat, drink, and be merry for tomorrow we die” solely because there is no afterlife. I would genuinely like to do some good. I want to give back to the world in some way. I may believe that my person ends when my life is over, but that in no way sparks a desire to leave a legacy of pain in my selfish wake. It would be nice to be known for doing good and to be looked favorably upon by my children, friends, and those who come after me.

   So this is my story—the story of a once-radical Jesus Freak who went forth like a fiery supernova and remitted to a pile of steaming ashes which now churns in a suppressed, smoldering passion awaiting a broader fire to spring forth. I can only hope that one day people will grow to care more for one another and truly follow the wisdom that is in love and peace as Jesus preached. This is the fire I wish to spread and I hope that sharing my experiences can help influence that fire to blaze ever hotter.
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   Fire Insurance

    

   [image: ] was “saved” sometime around the tender age of five. I say this now with a smirk as it is odd that my salvation must not have stuck. And yet, salvation is always referred to in the past tense as if it were already done. Being saved is the modern Christian way of saying that we have accepted Jesus as Lord and savior of our life and that we accept his death on a cross as the means by which we ourselves may be forgiven and cleansed of our sin. We are also to accept that Jesus represented the “perfect lamb of God” for the sacrifice of our sins to which all previous animal sacrifices culminated or “shadowed” as it is often put in Christian circles. Oddly enough, many non-Christian societies and religions also instituted sacrifice both of animal and human alike in attempts to pacify the anger of the gods. 

   No one knows why the gods were always so angry, but given the suffering in the world, they clearly must have been. And so, to make such gods less angry, mankind murdered one another to dedicate religious buildings and protect them, to make it rain, to prevent volcanic eruptions, or even to ensure the sun would rise in the morning. I find it odd that many people can brush off as preposterous the idea of dumping someone into a volcano in order to prevent eruption, and yet continue to hold that a loving God would decree animal sacrifice—and the sacrifice of Jesus in particular—to cover over our sins and save us from the hell he created. I appear to be getting ahead of myself, however.

                I must admit that I originally accepted this salvation due solely to the persuasive words of my grandmother. She offered that I should choose between everlasting peace and eternal damnation in a fiery lake of hell—a tough choice to be sure. A child tends to be so hasty with such important eternal decisions without fully weighing the pros and cons of each. So like any other five-year-old, I chose this heaven idea over hell. Had I understood that the labels of heaven and hell had actually been switched some hundreds of years ago I may have chosen the alternative option. The concept of sacrifice is one such evidence of tampering with the labels, but I will explain this more in a later chapter. In short, I asked Jesus into my heart and I went galumphing back home with a newfound assurance of personal safety and favor in the eyes of The Supreme.

                I cannot say I led a very religious life as a child. While I had many experiences including singing in a choir, they were fairly irregular. We rarely went to church as far as I can remember. I participated in a few events, but church never really played a huge role in my family life. Church stayed at church. I had not discussed it much with my parents at all until high school. Even then, the discourse was generally limited to the ever-required question of “how was it” with the obligatory response that “it was good.” I had a small amount of religious influence from my grandparents who lived only half an hour away and who were more vocal about their faith. I also attended Vacation Bible School (VBS) a few times and I went through AWANA’s Sparks program. When my dad got a new job sometime after I had completed the fourth grade, we moved a few hours away to the eastern side of Washington. That effectively ended the religious influence on my childhood since visits to the grandparents became more scarce and we did not get involved with any new churches as a family.

                Prior to the move, I remember Sunday church services boring me to tears and I hated the droning, lengthy prayers.  But I did love VBS, AWANA, and church daycare—mostly because I enjoyed the bribes of friends, crafts, snacks, and games along with the personal recognition incentives of badges, ribbons, and candy bars. I do not remember much religious indoctrination in any of it except maybe a few minor stories like David and Goliath or Zacchaeus in the tree and memorizing some verses which quickly flitted from memory. All but John 3:16 resided in my brain just long enough to get credit for memorization prior to retreating to the book from whence it came. 

   John 3:16 is a verse on an entirely different level in the Christian bubble. Many atheists know this verse just as well as any Christian. The leaders drilled it into our moldable brains as the verse of utmost importance within the Bible and we heard it and recited it every day in VBS. This verse, of course, is the one that most people interpret as being the sacrifice of Jesus on the cross which we must accept: “for God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son that whosoever believeth in him shall not perish but have everlasting life.” One must read into it, however, what “gave” and “believeth in” truly mean.

                Such things as VBS and AWANA seem harmless in and of themselves, but they do have consequences. Constant repetition and familiarity of something such as John 3:16 and the emphasis on the Bible as important and true, causes a child—or any human for that matter—to begin trusting and relying on it over time. Enticing children with fun and games while repetitively submerging them in small factoids (or falseoids) will undoubtedly cause them to believe such ideas and take them for granted. 

   Studies have shown that adults function in much the same way. In “Thinking, Fast and Slow,” Daniel Kahneman explains various examples of how we tend to trust things based on familiarity. Simply seeing the image of a person’s face a few times will actually make someone more likely to trust that face over other faces despite knowing nothing about them. We do this without any evidence of that person’s trustworthiness for the sole subconscious reason that the face is familiar or recognizable. 

   This is a typical—and usually beneficial—shortcut for our minds. We need to make many decisions without having every last bit of information so we make assumptions. Familiar faces are likely to be more trustworthy since it establishes that others must trust the person enough to let them hang around or be so promoted on billboards, signs, and movies. The faces of our close friends and family, of course, achieve trustworthy status most easily since they are the most common faces we see as we grow up.

   My aunt Gen was one such face. She often encouraged me to read the Bible, but I had always found it so dreadfully boring as a child. She even bought me a New Century Version Bible and transcribed her hopes of me reading it and growing in Christ on the inside cover. We did a lot together when we visited and I really enjoyed her company. As far as aunts go, Gen was quite young which made her more like a big sister with whom I never had the requirement of fighting. When she went on a mission trip to the Philippines, I romanticized about the adventure of helping people as I learned more about their culture. I had always enjoyed a unique perspective on life and at eight years old, pooping in holes in the ground sounded right up my alley. Her influence stuck with me as I got older and I excitedly told her right away when I later dedicated my life to living for God. I had aspirations to one day be like her and help people in less fortunate countries.

                I had equal aspirations to one day be allowed to drink the thimble of juice and eat the oyster cracker at communion. For those unfamiliar, this is the practice of remembering the sacrifice of Jesus by eating his metaphorical flesh and drinking his metaphorical blood. If my sources are accurate, Catholicism takes this a step further and teaches that the contents literally transform into his flesh and blood upon consumption. Unfortunately, I was told I could not partake of this ritual until I understood it better. I tried reasoning with my grandmother by revealing my dire hunger, but it did not seem to be a very persuasive argument. In the end, when my understanding finally deemed me worthy, the experience left much to be desired. The juice amounted to being just enough for choking on, and eating the cracker was about as eventful as a funeral for a fly.

                While my childhood was not as saturated in Christianity as my lungs were with the blood of Christ after choking on various communions, Christianity influenced my thought processes greatly and provided a basis from which to make further judgements and logically assess situations. I had always been one for challenging everything with the understanding I had gathered from all the data that crossed my impressionable mind. My third-grade teacher even made a special certificate just for me which he called the “Well I think it should be…” award because I challenged so many things he had said. I did not particularly disbelieve anything he told me, but I compared his statements with what I had understood at that time (albeit very little) and I often needed far more data points to come to the same conclusions. 

   Being so curious and always pondering how to connect all the dots, religion gave me a lot to consider. It simply never occurred to me to question whether or not it was actually true to begin with. Instead, I pondered how it all fit as if it were a given that these things were facts. I certainly did not think my trusted and loving family would be lying to me and I had no relevant experiences to compare to, so I basically took it for granted. I heard no opposing views from which to realize that any even existed until much later in my life.

                I remember being told that I could pray to God and that he would hear and grant whatever I needed. I did not question its validity, but I questioned what I could do with this newfound gift of prayer. Like most people, I prayed to become rich, but only so that I could feed all the starving kids in third-world countries. After considering a while, I then prayed that God would simply feed all the starving children directly while I wondered incredulously why nobody had thought of such an easy solution before. Answering such prayers seemed far more practical than trying to raise donations in churches to fly people out on mission trips. 

   It only made sense that God would answer such prayers from what I had learned of him. God purportedly loved everyone. God supposedly had the power to do all things. The Bible proclaimed that God responded to prayers and especially those deriving from childlike faith such as mine. With these three facts combined, I was Captain Prayer-Warrior. My young mind awaited mana from heaven to fall in Africa and riches to come flowing into my pockets.

                I did keep a buffer of realism, however. I understood that I might have to wait until I am older to obtain my riches. To my dismay, the prayers were about as effective as the time I tried to run away to China by digging a hole deep enough in my sandbox to reach the other side of the earth. I had thought for sure that I reached the mantle below the crust after digging a while and hitting some rather tough dirt, but alas the mantle proved too tough a layer for my plastic shovel to penetrate. I am not sure what I had planned on doing about the magma, but I likely thought I would cross that bridge when I got there. 

   My prayers, being so dreadfully ineffective, left people starving and dying on a regular basis and my riches still have yet to come. I am fairly young yet though so perhaps I just need to wait a little longer. I also suppose that I did not provide an exact dollar amount for my riches and comparing to over 80% of the world’s population still suffering from poverty, I am comparatively quite rich already. So maybe God did answer that one, but I have not yet realized my desire to alleviate poverty in the world.

                In another stroke of childlike genius, I also prayed that God would change the devil’s heart and make him a good being. After all, God could do anything as I had been told. He created everything, including the devil, and I reasoned that perhaps no one had ever thought to be so kind to the devil as to pray for him. I suppose, for all I know, God actually did answer my prayer and all evil is now the product of man rather than the devil’s schemes. We are now giving him a bum rap for no reason. He could be in heaven right now crying that everyone accuses him so falsely all the time.

   As a child, and as every Christian adult I know of, rather than recognizing prayer as ineffectual, I merely altered my understanding around it. God could have better things in mind and thus say no for our own benefit. God could be teaching us a lesson in delayed gratification and the “no” is simply a “later.” God works in mysterious ways and has grander schemes than we can comprehend, so perhaps there is a good reason that any one particular prayer goes unheeded even though God definitely answers other prayers. 

   We can pray for a job and not receive it and that is simply God having a better job for us somewhere else. We can pray for a raise and when we receive the raise we proclaim that God answered our prayer. It is entirely impossible to prove that prayer does not work with this mindset even though it is just as effective as praying for nothing at all. Sometimes you get the job, and sometimes you do not. Sometimes you get the raise, and other times you do not. Praying or not praying, the results are always the same: you might get what you want, and you might not. This did not sway my faith in the slightest since I felt God’s presence in other ways.

   Around the age of eight or nine, I encountered people speaking in tongues for the first time. The memory of the event is still burned into my mind like a movie reel. I have learned that such flashbulb memories are entirely unreliable—or at best are equally unreliable to normal memories—but their existence usually indicates that a significant or meaningful event had occurred. My grandmother had taken me to a church activity where I stood in the corner of a small room awaiting the freedom to continue playing Short Order, Egg-Splode and Super Mario on the NES back at her house. As I waited, a girl with long blond hair, probably no older than twelve, hesitantly raised her hand to volunteer for something due to her friend pressuring her. Much praise and many hallelujahs followed. About twelve other kids her age and a few adults circled around her as they touched her wherever they could find room around her shoulders and head.

                The girl understandably seemed as comfortable as a child being touched by a multitude of strangers as she raised her head and hands at their bidding. Everyone began chanting indeterminably in strange and mostly repetitive sounds. Each person made their own sounds, but many of the people were fond of saying “rabbita shabbita” with a lot of trills on their ‘r’ sounds. If they were actually saying anything, they were each repeating their statements rather frequently and many were speaking different non-existent languages from one another. The girl struggled to make similar sounds stuttering and sputtering as one of the adults put his hand on her forehead and spoke more forcefully. She could hardly stand still with the number of hands pressing on her and she stumbled slightly and fell to her knees. She sputtered a little more and then shook her head trying to say something above the noise. They continued a little while longer until they relieved her. Some people assured her that this was okay and fairly normal and that they would just try again later. She did not seem all that enthused at the reassurance as far as I could tell.

                I later asked my grandma what had happened. She explained that the Holy Spirit of God spoke through the people and that they were praying over the girl trying to help her speak with God’s voice as well. I could not help but draw the connection at that time that God thus prayed to himself and utterly failed to be successful in obtaining that for which he himself was praying and to himself for that matter who then denied his own request. It is a lot like asking myself with deep sincerity for a sandwich of which I am clearly capable of making and yet telling myself no and going away hungry. Although, that at least makes sense when one is dieting. I scrunched my face inquisitively and asked for clarification, but unfortunately she provided nothing beyond assuring me of the complications in the intricacies of the matter. 

   I requested God to speak nonsense on my behalf as well but he never did. Not even up into my adult life despite numerous requests and sometimes fearing inferiority at not being so chosen. I asked about tongues quite often to many different people who claimed to speak it and I received a variety of answers. Some people said God took over their jaws and others said they spoke of their own power as God led them. 

   Each person had their own story of doing it for the first time. One person said he locked himself in his room threatening never to come out until he could speak in tongues and God apparently approved of this tantrum. For me, God simply never took over my jaw, tongue, or vocal chords, and speaking gibberish as my brain felt led seemed more like making stuff up than being that of God’s direction. I recognized that my lack of imagination in speaking a language I did not know indeed caused me to repeat the same sounds regularly much like a child faking Chinese might say ching, chong, and chow a lot. My attempts at speaking in tongues only ever achieved laughter from myself as I realized how ridiculous I was babbling at myself like a baby learning to manipulate sound.

                I also learned through many Biblical stories that not only God possesses people to speak nonsense on their behalf, but demons also enjoy inhabiting people and speaking for them. Not only would demons speak through people, but they would also cause them to do all kinds of terrible acts like throwing themselves on fire. Demons at least speak an intelligible language, however, which is mighty kind of them. After hearing of such stories, I had a dream where Satan chased me all around my grandma’s front yard. I ran around in fear and leapt over their picnic table in my frantic attempts to escape. Eventually, as in most dreams where I am chased, I found I could no longer run. As is required by all nightmares, I also could not scream. The ground then opened up beneath me and began to swallow me as the devil pranced around in triumph for having gotten me. 

   When I awoke in the middle of the night, the dream led me to worry that a demon might have entered me body or captured my soul. I awoke my cousin who slept beside me and I discussed my concern with him—partly to scare him, of course, but partly to assuage my own fears and doubts since I, too, was a tad frightened. He went frantically to my grandmother and told her of our conversation. She came back in a hurry ready for spiritual battle. 

   My grandma prayed over me to cast the demons out which I found rather humorous since I had yet to be fully convinced that I had any demons in me at all—I had no signs of such possession and I behaved no differently than before. Of course, my response of laughter when the name of Jesus was invoked upon me probably looked a lot like demonic possession itself. If I could review that event in my life, it probably looked like a horror movie depicting a laughing demon-child while priests try to exorcise the demons within. I probably gave her nightmares worrying that my voice might lower and my head might slowly rotate as I levitated to her room as she slept.

                To reiterate, these events were very few and far between—especially the levitating. And I do recognize such beliefs and behaviors as belonging to a particular sect of Christianity which others disavow. I am sharing only to provide a background and not so much to indict all of Christianity based upon singular experiences. In the end, I had a fairly non-religious childhood overall. I simply expected Christianity to be true since my loved-ones told me so, but I did not find much application for it at the time since prayer seemed rather worthless. High school is when Christianity began to play a more significant role in my life. 

   Without these childhood influences, it is quite possible that I might have rejected Christianity from the start by having first developed the ability to reason prior to encountering it. I similarly reject burying people alive at the base of buildings in hopes that they will protect it from spirits in their afterlife. That would perhaps be a completely different story had I grown up with my elders burying people alive. Without indoctrination to such silliness, it remains just that: silly. Well, perhaps horrific is a better word. But when you are indoctrinated, it takes a significant amount of courage and thought processing to present a countering argument that the sun just might rise on its own without ripping someone’s heart out. And when you do propose such pompous and arrogant know-it-all ideas, one often finds that their heresy has put them next in line for heart surgery. Even in today’s world in some locals, standing up against traditional beliefs will find oneself hacked to death, stoned, whipped, or imprisoned.

   We are generally indoctrinated into only one religion and we thus see each and every other religion as being ridiculous while presuming our own makes perfect sense. It is quite absurd to think that God had a human child whose head was replaced with an elephant’s after his own was lobbed off. Instead, God obviously had a human child who performed miracles and became a blood sacrifice for sins. We have a very hard time questioning our own culture but it is very easy to dismiss the culture of another. Ask a Christian when he or she last considered the probability of Islam being correct and I am sure most will answer that such a consideration is unnecessary and never took place. For most Christians, they already know the truth and thus it is not worth their time to consider another opinion, belief, or culture. I can never know for sure, but these few incidences of my childhood are likely to blame for all that followed in my religious walk. I cannot help but wonder what I might be today without them, but one thing is for certain: it all made for a very interesting life story once I made my life-altering decision to commit myself to God’s eternal services.
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   Making a Commitment

    

   [image: ]e moved to Michigan during my freshman year of high school. Nothing changed much on the religious front until my junior year. A friend had invited me to his Baptist church and, having known that I should probably be going to church, I obliged to join him. I first made him promise there would be no droning prayers and boring hymns, but I attended with high hopes at his assurance. The church sported a praise band with guitars and drums which reminded me a lot of my grandparents’ church. I considered what my faith meant to me while I listened with a fresh set of ears. The preaching provided brand new information to run through the cognitive powers of my data-parsing brain. I began to identify with Christianity more at this time but it had not yet changed much of my life since this church was less than informative about the practical use of the faith. I found such inapplicability to be the case with many churches that I visited.

                As I began to take my faith more seriously, my girlfriend and I also began engaging in closer encounters. Being great at reasoning, I considered my actions to be lawful, which they certainly were, and thus probably fine in the eyes of God. Seeing as I was not performing these actions without consent nor with someone married to another, I could not perceive why it should be considered wrong. At a practical level, however, this seemed of little importance since I knew my parents would not approve and the thought of God’s potential disapproval troubled me even more. This thought caused great anxiety within me coupled with a constant feeling of guilt which kicked off the beginning of my true spiritual journey.

                In hopes of justifying my bodily explorations, I began to read the Bible to see if my logic could perhaps withstand scrutiny in the eyes of God. I sought real answers for the first time. Would God consider it adultery if neither person is married? One clearly cannot cheat on a spouse that one does not have and maybe adultery only meant cheating. Knowing that the New Testament was more applicable for today, I turned to Matthew 1 and hoped to read until I had obtained my answer. It did not take long before I gasped in a stupefied horror at what I read which changed my life forever. 

   In the seventh chapter of Matthew, Jesus spoke words which I had not heard recited in any church that I had ever attended even up until today. The words burned in my memory and still remain there to this day. Starting at the twenty-first verse, Jesus had said that not everyone who calls him their Lord will enter the kingdom of heaven. That alone starkly contrasted anything I had ever heard regarding God and heaven. He continued to say that only those that do the will of God will enter. At this point, I became much more interested in learning what God actually wanted. He continued again and said that many will come to him and proclaim that they called him Lord, that they did miracles in his name, and even cast out demons, but that Jesus would respond that he never knew them because they continued on in sin. Apparently even miracle-workers spouting the name of Jesus would be denied entrance into the pearly gates for committing sins and ignoring God’s will. And here I was just some random kid living life without aim and fooling around with my hormonal desires!

                Evidently, I had been sold a fake fire insurance card; the future flames of hell still endangered my eternal soul! I had asked Jesus into my heart and yet here it turns out that such measly words were not enough. I had called him my Lord but then had no idea what more I ought to do. I daily ignored the very will of God. And now, as it turned out, I was destined not to enter the kingdom of heaven, but rather to enjoy the eternal flames of torment. Needless to say, it astonished me, it perplexed me, and it scared the living crap out of me. Why had no one told me this before when clearly this is foundationally important? I decided then that I would do the will of God—I simply needed to figure out what that will was and I certainly knew that “not sinning” would be a significant part of it. I decided I would read the Bible, figure out God’s will, and do it, by golly. And on top of that, I would warn the world so that they would not be as blind-sided as I.

   Again, it never occurred to me that the Bible did not adequately speak for God and I thought that everyone knew the Bible spoke pure and unadultered truth. I reasoned that perhaps they did not know what it actually said just as I had not. I certainly did not want them to learn of these things once Jesus returned in judgement. This moment is the one I recognize now as my true conversion to Christianity. I prayed for forgiveness in full repentance that night, and I made a promise to the man in the clouds. I truly understood then what it meant to ask Jesus into my heart and to guide and direct my paths into the glory of doing God’s will. I decided I would not be one of the multitudes duped by sin and thus denied entrance into heaven. I would be a true follower of Jesus and he would know me when I came knocking.

                I became rather zealous for leading a good and sinless life. I made sure to obey all laws even including speed limits albeit with much pain and frustration over whether or not it truly mattered. I listened solely to Christian music from that point on. In full concern for others, I witnessed to people every chance I got before I had even read of the great commission. I put an ichthus fish on my Ford Ranger pickup truck, wore a cross around my neck, adorned myself with Christian apparel, and fully embraced the image of a Christian. 

   At school I began warning all my friends that they were destined for hell if they did not actually follow God’s will. Oddly enough, all two of them did not like hearing such judgements and I quickly found myself a tad more friendless than usual. I was unashamed, un-wavering, outspoken and quite enthusiastic while rocking out to “What About the Change” by Steven Curtis Chapman and weeping at “I Wish We’d All Been Ready” by DC Talk. I had a mission and it felt amazing to be a part of something bigger than myself.  I finally knew the transformative power of a living God. I felt incredible.

                Studying the Bible on my own and learning the many ways that religious leaders had failed in the past, I had little trouble in believing that I had already found truths that perhaps the current religious leaders did not know. After all, they never seemed to preach these words of Jesus which stated that we must do the will of God to enter the kingdom. Even if they disagreed with my interpretation, it is quite possible that they were simply wrong themselves. Knowing the Bible as truth, I took it at its word and this led me quite quickly to believe that I had gained greater knowledge than most Christians. I came to learn that most Christians knew very little of their faith and had very little knowledge of the scripture.

                Nobody seemed to know that Jesus wanted us to be good and do rightly even though he spoke about it extensively. He said that few people would find the way and that many would not. He expressed that Christians would be denied heaven for their evil behavior. It only made sense, then, that many Christians were wrong since many would be denied and only few would gain entrance. Thus, I was not prepared to back down. I would stand my ground like the martyrs before me and I would fight for the truth Jesus spoke. And since my opinions were not merely my own but the authoritative word of God Almighty, I donned the t-shirt of a radical proclaiming “Hardcore Christian” and I pressed forward with my head held high. I stood tall despite my shorter stature as one of the few and the persecuted. I would not be silenced. I would not go quietly into the night. I would take the charge and lead the world into the righteousness of God!

                One particular person whom I had told would go to hell if she did not obey God, discussed our conversation quite unhappily with her older sister who happened to attend Community Bible Chapel—the very church my parents recently started attending. It did not take long to get called into Pastor Lonnie’s office so he could rebuke me for my behavior. He told me that I offended people with the message I preached and that God offered grace without “works” as he called them. 

   I showed Lonnie the verses I had found but he refrained from showing as much enthusiasm as I. The quote from Jesus did not convince him of my understanding and he instead responded by showing me some other words of Jesus from John 6:29 stating that the will of God was to believe in the one whom he had sent. It is too bad that the book could not have been more specific as to what believing in Jesus truly meant. I understood believing in Jesus to mean that we trust his words and his teachings including the verses I had just mentioned. He understood that we trust in Jesus to forgive us for our sins because he died a tormentous death on a cross. But is that not exactly what the people saying “Lord, Lord” were? People who simply trusted they would be given entrance while continuing to sin in their daily lives?

                Romans 12:1-2 seemed to indicate that God’s will could not be so easily stated and that we needed to seek it out in order to understand and determine it. And we could only do that via living sacrificially for righteousness while being dead to sin. Believing in Jesus could only be the tip of the iceberg: 

    

   Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.

    

   I also found it logically inconsistent that we must obey Jesus’ teaching if such teaching was simply “to believe.” Jesus is recorded in John 14:23-24 as saying that we know who truly loves him based upon whether or not they follow his teaching. But how are we supposed to know if someone is following the teaching to believe? If someone claims to love Jesus, are we at all capable of determining whether or not he really does love him by reading his mind? By which means can we determine if he truly believes and is not merely faking it? It makes no logical sense to believe that the will of God is to merely believe in Jesus and to use that as a means of filtering out false teachers who claim to follow Jesus but do not.

                It left me confused and frustrated that a pastor of all people should want to silence me in reiterating the words of Jesus. I could not understand how he could simply ignore the verses I had found while picking and choosing a different set of words out of context of the first. Why did he not immediately agree with the very word of God that I shared with him? I so desperately wanted to make sure that I was not being foolish, arrogant, or proud by ignoring the correction of a pastor, though. That would clearly be sinful and I tried my best to be good. Pastors are supposed to be anointed by God to teach so fighting against them could be as dangerous as fighting against God himself. I could not understand his position, however, since I saw his perspective as using one set of words to trump another (or many others for that matter) rather than making them work together. For me, the meanings would certainly have to harmonize with the other verses if the Bible is to be authoritative and true.

                The idea of grace alone did not seem to work with the simultaneous requirement of obedience found in the Bible. It would have to be obedience and grace together. If we are all saved by grace as a gift and without obedience, then I could not resolve what Jesus meant when proclaiming that Christians would be denied entrance into heaven for lacking that obedience. I determined that it must be that God is willing to forgive so long as we strive for obedience. His words requiring this obedience could not be overturned by any logical reasoning in my mind. I continued to give it much thought but found no two ways about it. It is no less grace just because that grace is a reward for a requested behavior. If someone offered me a million dollars if I would simply raise my arm, I would not expect that I got what I deserved for raising my arm—it would still be generous, it would still be grace given to me, and I would still not deserve it for my response. I would not receive it if I did not raise my arm and I would indeed be rewarded, albeit not deservingly, if I did. That is how grace and obedience complement one another.

                At this time, I focused my entire faith on obedience to the Bible as opposed to the concept of righteousness that I would later learn. There is a distinct line between the two in that obedience on its own is much like following a law like the Pharisees did, while righteousness is more akin to determining for oneself what is right given all relevant and known information. In focusing on obedience, I found myself becoming what many people consider to be a Bible-Thumper: someone who continually uses the Bible to tell another of the wrong they are doing. Seeking after one’s own righteousness would not yield this same behavior. Many verses in the Bible emphasize obedience, however, which you can see for yourself in the “Scriptures” section of this book. It is a matter of obedience to righteousness which is key.

                Despite this confrontation with Pastor Lonnie, our relationship was not permanently soured. I ended up participating more with Community Bible Chapel after our escapade and helping out with Vacation Bible School. I enjoyed participating in the same church as my parents even if I found it old and dry. Pastor Lonnie later baptized me and even supported me going on a summer project in Virginia Beach and a spring break project in Mexico.

                The baptism meant a lot to me. I looked forward to it with heart-felt anticipation. The thought of mimicking the Biblical heroes before me and to officially state my allegiance to Jesus in such a public display thrilled me. I could not wait to demonstrate my faith personally via baptism. I thought about Jesus and how a dove descended upon him and God spoke aloud as John baptized him. I hoped beyond hope that my zeal and desire to preach his message anew with a proper focus on obedience would give me a similar acknowledgement by God, “This is Sean; with him I am well pleased.” I hoped for him to speak, or that I might feel his presence. I hoped to be filled with the Spirit of God or to suddenly have my prayers be more effective. I saw my baptism as the last thing remaining between me and my commitment to God. 

   As I stood there in the water, my excitement welled up within me. I remained composed on the outside while jumping around in my mind like a giddy child hoping for some miraculous event to occur. I went down, and up, and awaited something more to happen. The only thing it proved to do, however was to saturate my clothing with water and to illicit a few claps from those watching. The anticipated drama had not unfolded as I had hoped, but I sucked it up and focused on the enjoyment of putting the appropriate checkmark on the list of Christian activities to perform. I could officially be deemed baptized in the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit.

                I continued witnessing regarding obedience even at McDonald’s where I worked. I tried to be a little more toned down, however, especially with regard to the threat of hell. I would mention what God wanted and I would explain the cost of disobedience, but I allowed people to put two and two together whether or not this indicated that they in particular were in line for heaven or hell. At seventeen, my boss promoted me to management due to my strong work ethic and zeal to do my best as an example for God. I could not legally climb a ladder since I was a mere minor, but I could now command others who were old enough to be by grandparents. 

   As a manager, I wore a tie with an ichthus on both it and my tie clip and I made sure that I told everyone to have a blessed day instead of a good one. I wanted everyone to know that I was an unashamed fanatic and that they could come to me if ever they needed spiritual guidance. Some people began calling me Pastor Sean at work. I took it endearingly although I am not sure now if it had been meant as a sarcastic joke.

                For my senior year book, I paid extra to have “Jesus Freak” engraved below my name on the cover. As I continue paying off my college loans today, I cannot help but wonder if I should have been more of a “Community Service Freak” or an “Education Freak” so that I could have obtained scholarships rather than loans. There apparently existed no First Bank of Christ doling out tuition for the faithful. The lack of scholarships did not deter me, of course, and I simply expected everything to turn out alright. I applied only to Michigan Technological University expecting both acceptance and financial capacity one way or another. While God did not provide directly throughout college, I took what I could get: a multitude of loans. I could still see this as having received a provision from God since it did manage to pay for all of my college tuition, books, fees, and even a personal computer. If anything, God merely used this lack of funding to test my faith and further garner better character from me.

                I did experience what I considered to be an example of God’s miraculous provisioning just prior to college, however, so I knew that God could indeed provide. My first year working at McDonald’s did not yield enough income to be taxed. In light of this, the IRS refunded all my taxes for that year. Thinking the same would occur the following year, I claimed myself exempt and paid no taxes at all. It turned out that I came $600 short come tax time which is quite a bit for someone making nearly minimum wage at only $5.75 an hour. 

   I arranged payments for the $300 I owed to the Federal government, but I could not find such provisions in any documentation for the state government which made me fear that I might go to jail if I did not pay by the due date. Oddly enough, however, my dad handed me the $300 I needed as he informed me that his father had just happened to win some large amount of money while gambling and decided to send exactly that amount to share with him who then shared it with me. I praised God as I considered that this could not possibly be coincidence and it strengthened my belief that God provides even if only an exact amount and only when absolutely necessary to avoid imprisonment. It would have been nice if he had simply told me not to claim exempt, of course, which could have been more miraculous than paying the $300, but even Paul found himself in jail from time to time with no intervention from God so this struck me as quite the blessing.

   
   
  Despite a lack of college funds, I prepared to saunter my way to the Upper Peninsula of Michigan to trudge through snow and textbooks alike while growing even more educated and passionate in my love for God.
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   Entering College

    

   [image: ]s high school graduation came to an end, I poured through a Michigan Tech brochure of extracurricular activities. Feelings of excitement grew within me as I embarked on my mission to discover the best Christian organization to engage with. Campus Crusade for Christ stood out to me like a lightbulb to a moth. It sounded exactly like the kind of organization I desired: Christians with purpose. I wanted none of this “Intervarsity Christian Fellowship” stuff which sounded like a group of people smiling and relaxing in their little faith-bubbles while ignoring the ultimate demise awaiting everyone else around them due to their lack of obedience.

                Campus Crusade for Christ impressed me immediately as I made my way to my first meeting. I could hear the praise music coming through the walls as I walked through the Cafe in the basement of Wadsworth Hall. I relished their lack of fear to be singing the praises of our mighty God in such a public space. I walked in and everyone smiled joyfully as they sang. The praise leader, Dan, rocked-out his electric guitar while the drummer banged away rhythmically. After the music, Dan welcomed all the new students. I no longer have a clue what he talked about, of course, but he appeared to be a confident senior student in charge of the meeting and brimming with the adoration of all the members. I loved that the students were the ones running the meetings and that everyone had the opportunity to participate if they so desired.

                I soon joined The Elite Forces, one of many men’s Bible studies hosted by the Crusade students.  We each had our own code name to solidify our awesomeness and we even purchased chooks (a knitted hat) and hoodies. They both sported an emblem of a beret with a dagger and a Bible along with our code name and a reference to Joel 2:11: “The Lord thunders at the head of his army; his forces are beyond number, and mighty is the army that obeys his command.” 

   My friend Harvey and I chose our code names from Final Fantasy IX. I dubbed myself Zidane and he went with Vivi. We were the best of friends in college and I somewhat partially took credit for his conversion to the faith. It is a fairly simple yet perplexing story in that Harvey one day got a call from someone named Sean who told him to check out Crusade. This call did not come from me, however, and he knew no other Sean. Nor did I know any other Sean. He had yet to even meet me when the call came in, and there were no other people named Sean in Crusade. So when he did meet me, he saw this as a sign from God to follow me into Crusade.

                Harvey and I got along great; we were a lot alike in many ways. He had a wry sense of humor and a no-nonsense kind of attitude which I resonated with greatly. We would often challenge each other about all kinds of things and we kept a not-so-accurate mental record of wins and losses. Well, at least I did. Two of the most prominent events were in the pronunciation of the words finite and archangel. Up until this time, I had always thought finite was pronounced as it is in infinite. He rightly mocked me for this when he heard me say it so wrongly and we opened up Merriam Webster Online to determine my failure. 

   I clicked the speaker icon beside the word in order to hear the pronunciation. This triggered the Winamp media player to open which happened to be set to repeat and at a significantly loud volume. My defeat echoed loud, clear, and all too repetitively: “FINITE, FINITE, FINITE!!” I made sure to set it up the same way for his benefit when we looked up how to pronounce archangel. He had thought the arch portion was pronounced the same as in arch-enemy and I enjoyed the retribution of the correction.

                Harvey and I talked a lot about God together and I acted much like his mentor since he had only just accepted Christ. We spent most every day together and had many serious conversations. We also engaged in some serious brawling in Super Smash Brothers and dancing in Dance Dance Revolution—a very serious friendship to be sure. We stayed around each other when going on retreats with Crusade and we made a ritual of doing skits together for the talent show nights. I generally had to beg him to do it, but I always felt he enjoyed the peer pressure. 

   One retreat in particular, Harvey and I both wore one of a pair of boxing gloves up until the skit we had already planned to perform. He played the character of Strong Bad and I played Homestar Runner—both from the then-popular video comic at homestarrunner.com. During that retreat, I hosted a workshop where I used Trogdor, a comedic sketch of a dragon who “burninates” thatch-roofed cottages from that same comic series, as an acrostic for what we should be hunting: Truth, Righteousness, Openness, Goodness, and some other words to make the acrostic work. I had hoped to make my workshop interesting, memorable, and useful. 

                The volunteer staff person, Bill, paid my way for each retreat—about $80 if memory serves me right. I had not fully understood this since he presented the option as a scholarship that I simply applied for and always received. I had in my mind that I gained access free of charge as opposed to putting the burden on someone else. I probably would not have done that to him if I had known. Bill was a very kind and gentle person. He had many children who were all homeschooled by his wife. I never saw him raise his voice and he always wore an expression of interest, concern, kindness, and gentleness. He helped orchestrate Crusade, but he almost always had the students act as the real leaders. I saw him as the glue that held everyone together. 

                The retreats were easily the most memorable parts of Crusade. We usually had both men’s retreats and co-ed retreats each semester. The women, of course, had their own retreats as well, but God only knew what happened at those—apart from the women, of course. The co-ed retreats were always much larger and had a lot going on with workshops, talent shows, praise music, Bible studies, and other events like rock-wall climbing. We would also merge with a Crusade group from Northern Michigan University so we met a lot of new people as well. The men’s retreats, though smaller, were an amazing time to bond and talk about perceived manly things. This usually dove into the realm of relationships and sexuality while often having a masculine theme of fighting the good fight and warring against the devil while watching movies like Braveheart.

                One men’s retreat had a fairly ritualistic indoctrination into an Authentic Manhood fraternity. We were all blindfolded as we followed one another in a line as Dan led us. We found ourselves near a campfire and one by one we agreed to abide by purportedly godly and manly standards of this authentic manhood. The ritualistic aspect had no real meaning except to be fun and memorable, of course, but I certainly took my vows seriously to reject passivity, accept responsibility, lead courageously, and to expect God’s greater reward. We each accepted the challenge to forever abide by these principles in the way which they were each explained to us, and we were given a card to keep in our wallets to remind us day to day. I felt as if these kinds of events were invaluable since they focused on practical application of the faith and how we ought to behave unlike the teachings of many churches that care more for the theology of God’s sacrifice and pander to those who need to hear “God loves you” on a regular basis.

                Much of my first year in Crusade consisted of these experiences as I tasted what Crusade had to offer. I took part in things that were opened up to everyone, but I did not take much of a leadership role except for during Freshman Night when we took over the weekly meeting to do our own thing. I actually began my journey into playing the guitar during Freshman Night in order to briefly mimic Dan in a comedy sketch along the lines of Celebrity Jeopardy as made famous by Saturday Night Live. Instead of celebrities, we mocked our student leaders. I dyed my hair yellow to match Dan’s interesting attempt to bleach his black hair, and I learned to play the chorus of the song Days of Elijah which he disproportionately loved more than other praise songs. I would often answer the religious-oriented questions by busting out into song as part of the gag.

                This simple act of succeeding at playing the chorus of a single song encouraged me to learn even more. Before I knew it, I found myself quite capable—even if a tad imperfect—and so I joined the Crusade praise band the following year. I then became a co-leader of the band the year after that. Along with leading the praise band, I began going to the leadership meetings, volunteering to lead a few nights of the Elite Forces Bible study with hopes of taking it over later, and joining the leadership Bible study hosted by Bill. I presented some of my own talks at the weekly meetings and I took over leading a prayer group every morning as well.

                For my first talk, I discussed how we ought to spend our free time focusing on outreach. I explained the great commission to go and spread the good news and how Jesus said he would make us fishers of men rather than consumers of media. I presented the many verses of extremism regarding the futility of this life and how we should give up everything in order to seek the kingdom of God. I complemented this by explaining that life is temporary prior to eternal life which made this life fairly meaningless and quite worthy to trade in. This made an exquisite argument in my eyes. This life meant nothing at all and many unaware people would be cast into a lake of fire for all eternity if we did not stop it. We could not possibly consider ourselves loving if we did not warn people and show them the way. Such logic could not be refuted in my eyes.

                Of course, most people did not seem ready for that kind of commitment which had always shocked me. It seemed as if they did not really believe or understand the gravity of the message Jesus preached. Why did they care so much for things of this world which would merely pass away prior to eternity? It would leave them unrewarded “as a man escaping a fire” as Paul put it in 1 Corinthians 3:15. It made no sense to me, but indeed Jesus said in Matthew 7:13-14 that the path is narrow that leads to life and few there are who find it. This concept would forever stick with me throughout my spiritual journey. The Bible warned about selfish thinking and worrying about this life rather than considering the next, but most everyone seemed to ignore such warnings. I found it quite foolish and unloving to forget the rest of the world and to think only of one’s own career, relationships, and entertainment. It also appeared quite short-sighted to live in such a way as to merely escape a fire and to be left unrewarded in heaven.

                The song “That’s All the Lumber” by Eli rang continually in my mind. Eli sang of a man who died and went to heaven where St. Peter met him and led him toward the house he had built given the actions of his life. They walked past great mansions and the houses dwindled down as they continued until they stopped at a simple shack. The man was taken aback that he deserved a mere shack. Peter explained that the builder could do no better with the amount of metaphorical lumber that the man had sent up with his actions throughout his life. The man, understandably saddened, wished to do it all over again and to live a better life full of actions like helping old ladies across the street such that he would deserve the greatest mansion ever. This song resonated with me deeply, and I certainly did not want to earn a mere shack for myself.

                My radical nature grew continually as I read the Bible. So many verses seemed to indicate that we should not care for this life at all and that we should give up everything for God to advance his kingdom. Jesus said that anyone who sets his hand to the plow and looks back is not fit for the kingdom of God. We were supposed to press on and forget our old life. He said we were to hate our own family for the sake of the kingdom. I personally understood this as hyperbolic metaphor contrasting our love for God, but this is still quite radical in nature. You can find many of these radical verses which impacted me early on in the Scripture section at the end of this book.

   My faith in the kingdom of God and our pending judgements to come left me with so little regard for this life that on September 11, 2001, I felt very little as I saw on TV that terrorists had hijacked planes and crashed them into the gigantic twin towers of New York. I was not nearly as torn-up and shocked as everyone else. I felt saddened that our country had so far removed itself from God’s graces that this could happen, and I longed for people to come back to God because of it, but I did not grieve for the loss of lives directly—I instead grieved for the perceived cause. Sure, I thought, people died, but this happens all the time and is expected for all of us. This life is meaningless and our rejection of God is certainly grounds for him destroying us. It is our own fault.

                I determined that those who were torn up about the destruction of the towers were simply misled into thinking that importance should be attributed to this life. I convinced myself further that anyone leading a Godly life would not have been in those buildings or planes when they crashed—unless, of course, God had already planned for their arrival in heaven. The majority of those who died would obviously be the heathens that were evil to their core and would not soon be repenting anyway. It saddened me to think that so many died due to their rejection of God, but it was an expected outcome for all sinners. This could not even compare to what awaited everyone as prophesied in Revelation. And Revelation further paled in comparison to hell. 

   I actually found it rather exciting that such events were occurring. With every new announcement of war and death, I believed we were that much closer to the return of Christ, and I hoped that I might very well be alive to witness it. While much of the world grieved and worried, I found myself calloused and even slightly bubbly at the inevitable return of Christ as surely as many other Christians in the country felt as well.

                Today, I am sickened by this fact. I now care for all life and not only the life of God’s supposed chosen. I previously reasoned that non-Christians were destined to hell so it did not really matter what happened to them in this life when the next one was so filled with torment anyway. How does blowing up in a building compare if the next minute you begin eternal torment? As a humanist, I now value everyone’s life and it pains me how inhumane in thought I could have been. I can only see that perspective, however, without the threat of hell.

   I behaved lovingly to all as best I could in hopes of sharing the love of God, but I really had no concern for what happened to an unbeliever apart from an act of conversion. God had no such care himself, so why should I? Bad events were the just desserts of a heathen. I would simply shrug with an air of, “Well, I guess you should have listened to God” while grieving only in that it had to come to this due to their close-minded ways. God would be doing far worse to them himself so I could hardly consider these events anything worth crying over. I wished such people would come to God and I cared for their eternal souls, but I saw it as their own fault if they refused so obvious and generous a gift as God had given us.

                As a humanist, I do not see much of anything as anyone’s fault anymore. We are a product of our environment and our genes. We are individually responsible for our actions, of course, but I can no longer pass judgement when I am fully aware that if I were them I would have done the exact same thing by definition of being them. I would not wish terrible deeds to go without repercussion and with zero responsibility, but I cannot possibly consider myself a better person any longer. Instead, I merely consider myself much more fortunate. And this has made quite a difference for me. 

   Mankind is not created equal such that we can compare against one another and consider ourselves better for the choices we have made. It should be obvious by looking around that we are not all equally capable and this is a product of our circumstances rather than our choice. This is exactly what Jesus taught as evidenced by his saving the woman from being stoned by the Pharisees. She had been caught in sexual sin and Jesus merely offered that he who had not also sinned should throw the first stone. He recognized that no one has any claim to superiority over anyone else. We all fail in our own ways, and in any way we succeed, it is not at all something that we so honorably chose for ourselves with some pure moral intention. Chance wrought us our way of life. We should all be treated with dignity and respect, but only a fool would assume that all mankind is on a level playing field and have only their own choices to blame. And a fool I was for some time.

                Despite my obscene outlook for the future of humanity at the tormentous hand of God with the promise of sin running unstoppably rampant, I still welcomed people openly. I focused a lot of my attention on looking out for anyone who seemed down and depressed, confused, or in need of a helping hand. I had a knack for reading a person’s state of mind and engaging if something did not seem right. I readily and willingly helped anyone in need if I knew how to help and even quite often if I had no clue whatsoever. In this way, people often trusted me and appreciated me even if they did not always agree with me. I enjoyed helping the downhearted and mistreated. I still care even today, but I am forced to find new methods—methods far different from the ones I was about to learn which quite often inflicted far more pain and suffering than I could have imagined.
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Embracing The Prosperity Doctrine

    

   [image: ]n my second year at Michigan Tech, I managed to contact family from my biological father’s side who lived a few states away. I did not personally know them due to my age when my parents divorced and effectively severed ties. I stayed with my mom and she soon remarried a man who became known as dad. I came to understand that my newly found relatives were very spiritual people who made Christianity their life. Excited to find people who were potentially as devoted to Christ as myself, I looked forward to a visit with them when they invited me over. 

   My newfound aunt and uncle taught me that all Christians who had the proper faith would be rewarded financially in this life in order to better fulfill God’s will here on Earth. I distinctly remember their custom license plate on their expensive car reading Money2Me. Such riches, they explained, are a testament to God’s goodness. Who would not enjoy a message like that? If I became rich, no doubt I would be able to restore the true faith of Christianity and thus pour out support and love to everyone who suffered in this life and to prepare them for the one to come. I had dreamed of helping everyone in such a way as a child. I longed to ease the world of pain and suffering and this revelation might very well help make it occur.

                The prosperity doctrine appeared to go against the teachings of Jesus who said we ought to sell everything and give to the poor, but such verses were used as an indication that you give in order to get. They defined a lot of Greek and Hebrew words which made it seem fairly studied and legitimate to my untrained eye. I merely had to work in the details and resolve some apparent contradictions and then I had a wonderful new dogma. 

   As the super-rich leaders professed, we should demonstrate our faith by giving away all of our money—to them. They had a most excellent motto that you cannot out-give God; if you give, then God will give back tenfold. By giving so much, we would become rich ourselves as God blessed us due to our demonstrated faith and trustworthiness by giving our money to rich people. Well, I mean, it is a lot like giving to the poor vicariously through the rich since the rich servants of God then provide a building in which they take the poor people’s money. But only in order for the poor people to prove their own faith, of course, by similarly giving the rich people their money which God so obviously blesses.

   Okay, well, it sounds dumb when written on paper, but the foolishness of God is wisdom and the wisdom of man is foolishness as it is written of in 1 Corinthians 1:25 and 3:19. So it all truly made sense when you think of it that way. It just required more faith to understand. Evidently, this is God’s will since all the adherents of the church are just as rich as all the pastors whom they are giving their money to. Strike that, a quick fact check shows that those giving away their money tend to become poorer while the ones receiving it are becoming noticeably richer. It almost seems like it follows exactly as man’s wisdom might predict. 

   There is, of course, perfectly rational and faithful explanation for this. Perhaps the poor people are not giving enough to the rich. Unfortunately, enough people believe such ridiculousness that it seems less foolish when one is surrounded by such people who believe it. I was initially taken in myself given my predisposition to trusting in God’s miracles. My aunt and uncle seemed like good people and I did not believe they would be purposefully lying to me about these things, but that is clearly because they, too, were deceived. They were not the ones requesting everyone’s income to prove their faith, after all.

                My aunt and uncle recommended that I read Rich God Poor God and The Image of Righteousness: You’re More Than You Know. They even gave me the latter book which guided me through all the verses about our cups overflowing and defining the original Hebrew and Greek words indicating monetary wealth with such statements. I read the whole thing on the way home on a Greyhound bus. I glued my eyes to the pages of the book as I drank in every word. The author, Creflo Dollar (humorously enough), wrote about his amazing personal story. He started out as a poor kid and became an extremely wealthy leader of a church through his wondrous faith in giving. He gloated about all his personal possessions and was not shy in the least. He explained how he saw the promises in the Bible and he simply claimed them over himself while remaining true to a spirit of giving. God took care of the rest. The name of the game in the prosperity doctrine is “name it and claim it.” You name what you want, you claim that it is yours, you give away all your money to rich people, and God will bring it about.

                This prosperity doctrine seemed too good to be true—a common indicator that it is not, by the way—but my aunt and uncle told me of their own story that had riches en route to their door any day now. I kid you not, the very prince of Nigeria of all things wanted to share his wealth with them in exchange for help in reaching the United States to obtain asylum from those who would have his head and who recently murdered his family. It had to be legitimate because it came in an email from someone they did not know and my uncle had actually been to Africa recently. Surely, someone had passed his name along as trustworthy for the task and God got them together.

                Boy, I thought, God sure works in mysterious ways! I simply could not wait to obtain my own millions so I began looking forward to my very own Nigerian scam to enter my email inbox someday. I later learned that they lost thousands of dollars in this transaction as the thief continually explained his need for more money in order to bring about the riches and to allow him passage into the states. They never did meet the prince, but they remained undeterred by this simple test of their faith. They still knew that God would provide riches even if this one time happened to be a scam artist. 

   The prosperity doctrine opens people up for these kinds of scams given that the whole doctrine is a scam to begin with. Unfortunately, I took hold of such false teaching for a time and I even tried to sway others. It was a pretty happy message after all, and so I tied it in with obedience to make it complete. Since few people seemed to be obedient, this helped explain all the poor Christians who gave their money freely—God might have been fine with their giving, but absolutely not fine with their disobedience. 

   The new insight of the prosperity doctrine took sway of my understanding of life, the universe, and everything. I even used the Prince of Nigeria story for a paper I wrote in my Revisions class to emphasize the awesomeness of the doctrine. I am sure that must have yielded some riches in laughter if nothing else. My ultimate understanding from the teaching was that God would provide riches in order for us to do his work—not to live a life of luxury. I took hold of the giving to get idea but I never really desired to live a relaxed and wealthy life. Too many souls needed saving, after all. I figured this made me all the more worthy of receiving the riches, but I tried to be sure not to consider myself any better or more worthy than anyone else. I simply kept my focus on serving God.

   The prosperity doctrine also focuses heavily on faith healing since faith-giving can supposedly bring about miraculous health. One proves their faith by giving money and in return God rewards such faith by curing deadly diseases. This is quite an important part of the doctrine because truly sick people are desperate and also have little to lose if they fear for their lives. What is a life’s savings when one fears dying of cancer? Some people will give it all to prove their faith in hopes that God will heal them. It is truly a cruel thing and absolutely must be stopped somehow. Many people die due to such false hope. Some people think they are cured and thus stop taking their medication which leads to their death. Others prove their faith rather than seeking medical attention and get worse or die. They even prove their faith with their children and gamble their children’s health on the trustworthiness of their deity. The thieves keep getting richer by preying on the weak, the poor, the sick, and the fearful.

   I remember being quite taken in regarding healing since I had already believed in God’s power as the Bible made fairly clear should be present. The arguments in the The Image of Righteousness: You’re More Than You Know provided even more ammunition to share with everyone when I got back to campus. While such a message is undoubtedly a cheery one, I was not welcomed with my newfound learning. Nobody liked the message of God’s healing at all. 

   At the time, I did not really understand why it upset so many people that God would want to heal us. The message so uplifted me and brought me hope that I asked Pastor Lonnie, for some time to speak before his church. I offered to share my endeavors with a trip he had sponsored me going on along with “what I had been learning.” He obliged and I put together some PowerPoint slides to really drive home the point. I briefly discussed my trip but then went straight into the prosperity and healing doctrines. I regurgitated all the Greek and Hebrew words from the book along with all the verses that supported God’s willingness and desire to heal us if only we would trust him and remain obedient. 

   When I finished presenting, I offered to remain on stage in order to pray for anyone who wanted healing. I had extensively hoped and prayed for one person in particular to come up after the presentation. I longed to pray over him and see a miraculous healing take place. If I recall properly, Seth damaged something in his neck or spine as a kid when falling from a ladder or a tree. This damaged the signals from his brain to his muscles and permanently destroyed his ability to move properly. 

   This ailment caused him great difficulties in walking, manipulating objects, and even talking. He would draw out each word for about two seconds a piece and his voice sounded much like a deaf person’s voice who never fully learned how to articulate speech. He was the skinniest guy despite the amount of food he would eat likely because it took every ounce of his effort to merely walk across the floor. His muscles were tense and strong, but uncoordinated. I worked with Seth at McDonald’s where he cleaned tables and swept floors part-time. We considered each other friends, but it could be strenuous and draining to communicate with him at times.

                I looked forward to this day with great anticipation hoping that my faithfulness and willingness to stick my neck out would reap a harvest of healing. I would prove via scripture to a captivated audience that God wants to heal us, and then Seth would come up full of hope and faith to be prayed for and healed. The healing would become the talk of the town and everyone would seek more after God and his love. It seems I have always been a bit of a romantic with my ideas but I saw this as a good thing since it showed faith like a child. Unfortunately, the truth could only have been less glorious if someone were struck dead at my prayers of healing. Seth talked with me but did not request any healing. I asked him why he did not request my prayers to which he replied that it had never worked before so he had no hopes that it would work now. He decided that his ailment must be within God’s plan. This saddened me deeply and I felt quite dismayed that the evidence I provided proved insufficient to increase his faith and to make the healing all the more possible.

   Everyone else in the church simply ignored me as I sat at the front hoping someone would ask for prayer. Then came Pastor Lonnie. He looked at me and shook his head. “You broke our deal,” he started. “You said you were going to talk about your trip.” I countered that I agreed to talk about my trip along with what I was learning and this is indeed what I had done. This did not seem to ease the tension, but I had made sure to explicitly mention that I would speak of my learnings so that he could not hold it against me when the time came. I had a feeling he would not approve, of course, but I saw the risk as entirely worth taking in order to convince people of God’s love and to see miracles reborn to the world.

                Lonnie explained to me that someone had just passed away due to cancer. The family of the man had been listening to my presentation and they had certainly been praying for healing during the entire battle. My message that God wants to heal if only we obeyed or had enough faith directly insulted the entire family and everyone in the church. It accused everyone present of not being faithful enough or good enough. It put the blame of the man’s death on the heads of all of the family and congregation rather than on random circumstances or God’s divine but unknowable will. In short, I called them sinners. I called them unfaithful. And to some extent, I called them murderers. Pastor Lonnie assured me that God allows these things to happen apart from our faithfulness and he has a plan despite it. We may not understand, but it is all within God’s plan.

                I could not bring myself to agree with him. The Bible seemed quite clear that God would give us anything we ask for in Jesus’ name. It further said that we would do greater miracles than Jesus himself had done. It had to be our fault—God is no liar. As terrible as it sounded, God did not truly want that man to die of cancer. Well, actually, that part sounds fairly good even if God did not get his way. The bad part is that humanity must be at fault for causing his death. It had to be human error that allowed such a thing to happen. It being offensive had nothing to do with it being true. I felt badly for the people but I grieved more at the loss of faith than I did for their loss of life. I had no trouble recognizing why their prayers for healing did not work given that the church did not believe in such things to begin with. Why even pray if healing is not something God does? As far as they were concerned, the power of God pertained to a time past and it no longer pertained to today. They had only themselves to blame for their lack of faith.

                It should be easy to recognize that such a position is absolutely ghastly if it is not true. To accuse the loved ones of the deceased person as being at fault for the death is heaping sorrow upon sorrow. If, however, the position is true, then there is no greater thing to do than to speak it in order to prevent future similar outcomes. After all, his death could have been avoided if indeed I spoke truth and people had truly obeyed. For this very reason, I spoke openly and unashamedly. I believed what I spoke and thus I believed I could help the world by so speaking.

                Atheists, of course, see cancer as being entirely unrelated to faith and sin. Good people contrive cancer just as much as bad people. Diseases and viruses do not discriminate between the religious and the atheist. Christopher Hitchens—a renowned atheist author and debater—died of cancer just as much as this religious man. Such crap happens. But to have the audacity to tell people that their actions or faith justified their diseases and deaths as if they had received their just desserts, that is purely despicable. It is one of the lowest things any person could do. And I had done just that to an entire congregation while believing myself to be truthful and caring.

                In this way, certain flavors of Christianity are extremely revolting to an atheist as well as to adherents of an opposing Christian flavor. These different worldviews create polar opposites of what is a moral act with no real way to reconcile them apart from changing the baseline assumptions of faith. As a Christian, and even now, it seemed extremely hypocritical to me to claim belief in the Bible and yet not come to the same conclusions as I had. I saw it akin to claiming that only water will quench thirst and prevent dying of dehydration and yet refusing to ever drink any water. In my eyes, such Christians were more like atheists than anything else. They claimed to believe but did not live as if they did. 

   Oddly enough, I now see such hypocritical faith as being much less destructive than a radical faith lived and breathed in sincerity. I used to see the hypocritical faith as the enemy, but now I recognize that I and other radicals like me produce the most harm. The main problem with the false Christians is that they encourage people like me to seek truth in a book that they only claim to trust while denying it with their lives. It breeds radicals even if they are not themselves radical. If the false Christians did not proclaim the book as God’s word, I would not have turned to it to begin with and thus begin my terrible journey nearly destroying my own life and perhaps that of others. My passionate faith insulted and harmed people, but their false faith had created me. Personally, I find the latter to be far more grievous a sin. I find it better to operate honestly in line with our beliefs as best we can rather than to lie and so delude ourselves. 

   
   
  I would not sit idly by while true faith died, and for this I would soon be rewarded with the magic of God pronouncing my anointing for his special missions.
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   Missionary Anointing

    

   [image: ]rusaders were often reminded that our weekly meetings could not fill the role of a church and that we all ought to find one to become a part of while in college. I tried attending a few different churches, but most seemed dull, dry, and useless in my radical pursuit of the kingdom. I even found one church to be downright appalling in that they had a female pastor which is quite unmistakably contrary to the Bible’s edicts. Then again, so is having any pastor to begin with—male or not. Jesus condemned such practice of appointing other human beings as spiritual leaders in Matthew 23:8-9, but that did not stop the church from adopting and appointing leaders to replace God and being quite misogynistic in the process.

   I never particularly saw the church as sexist where men dominate women; I simply saw clearly defined roles set by God himself, and I believed that we should be so desirous of obedience that we would honor these roles. Not following these roles is blatant disobedience which is a quick way to be denounced when attempting to enter heaven. Such mistakes had dreadful consequences. 

   Now, however, I see a pattern throughout many religions where women are placed in roles of lesser importance or value. They are to be naught but followers of men. A god would certainly have the right to choose roles if he so desires, but now, seeing through the lens of all religion being of human origin, I can see this for the appalling nature it is. God did not demand this—man did. Men made women property long before they followed God, and they simply carried on this behavior by pretending that God demanded it. At the time, I saw it as God’s great plan and perfect structure for harmony, but now I can see throughout the entire Bible that women were often treated as slaves and organic sexual objects. They were spoils of war for the taking and forced into submission. Under the guise of God’s requirement, however, it simply seemed as natural as can be. And any church going against God’s natural plan could certainly not be trusted.

                I managed to find one church that I liked fairly well. Pastor Paul sported a thick Boston accent with a forceful tone as he emphasized the “wah” (or war) against Satan that we faced. He believed in miracles and in the power of God. One Sunday, he asked everyone who wished to be a missionary to come to the front of the church. We were actually in a school auditorium at the time since the church still had yet to purchase a building. I hesitated at first, unsure if his request to approach applied to college students, but after seeing a fellow Crusader join the ranks, I triumphantly waltzed up with excitement. Pastor Paul prayed over each of us and anointed our heads with oil marking the shape of a cross.

                When Paul had finished anointing us all, some people began to make a fuss about our hands. People were claiming that certain people had golden glitter on their hands. I looked around confused for a while trying to see this glitter on the hands of others until someone grabbed my hands, pointed my palms upward, and told me to take a look with a gasp of delight. As sure as can be, my palms were sparkling and glittering like some kind of heavenly sign of approval—I had indeed been anointed by God as a future missionary! I could hardly contain my excitement at such a sign. I had heard about things like glitter and random golden teeth appearing, but never had I seen it right before my very eyes.

   It turns out that I had never really looked at a semi-sweaty palm under direct lighting. The way light reflects and refracts through sweat, it indeed looks like glitter. I spent many months checking my hands to see if the glitter still sparkled and most of the time I saw it with ease—especially outside in the summer. For some time, I believed that it continually demonstrated my anointing and God’s special approval. I would compare my hands with those of others every so often to ensure that my glitter signified something unique. Lucky for me, I have unusually clammy hands so I could almost always see the glitter in sufficient lighting. Most everyone else had entirely dry hands which would not show the sparkles.

   Eventually, I began to realize that the amount of sparkle had a lot to do with the amount of moisture on my palms and lighting above. Up on stage in front of all those people and being anointed as missionaries, no doubt everyone had some amount of unease and thus also had moist hands. We also happened to be directly below spotlights to provide the perfect shine. It gave me immense joy while the facade lasted, but it brought me great sadness at my own stupidity and lack of God’s approval when I recognized it as a simple matter of science: everyone’s moist hands glittered under lighting. Unfortunately, everyone that day will likely remember the supernatural sign and never hear or know of its true mundane nature.

   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   Despite the anointing of glitter being less than miraculous, l still had hopes to one day become a missionary. I gave it significant consideration and looked at many Christian schools. Nothing stood out as God’s immediate leading so I decided to stay at Tech for the time being. Perhaps God wanted me to get some more real-world experience before embarking on a journey within such a pure Christian bubble. Perhaps God even wanted me to encourage others to do likewise before I went. Maybe he wanted me to find some partners to go with me or even to find the one partner who would stay with me for life.
The summer between my sophomore and junior year, I went to Virginia Beach for a program with Crusade members from all over the United States. I understood that we would be relying on God for support and that we would be witnessing to people on the beach. This sounded right up my alley of missionary work and a great controlled opportunity to get some experience. I also anticipated the meeting of other missions-oriented Christians and similarly hoped to find “the one.”
This program required that we each raise a significant sum of money around the range of $3200. That is quite a bit for a poor college student. We were to raise these funds by writing to our friends and relatives about how we intended to serve God if only they could send us some money. Being as I had no money to speak of, I obviously could not attend any other way. I had only a few friends and family to write to, but I trusted that God would somehow provide since everyone continued to express that he would. We only needed to raise a certain portion before we went and then we had to work a part-time job for more while requesting further support for what would remain. Surprisingly, I did make it to the cutoff mark and thus I managed to attend.
             We stayed at the Cherry Motel which came complete with filth and cockroaches. I later heard that the city condemned the building and tore it down the following year, but we had a great time despite the lack of comforts. I learned a lot about myself that summer: I was passionate, knowledgeable, insecure, committed, and entirely impatient with others. 
We all had regular Bible studies led by a dedicated corporate Crusade staff person assigned to each room of four people. I found myself hating the format of reading worksheets and answering obvious questions. I would often respond quickly to questions with a tone of, “duh”, and hoping to get on to something more worthwhile. The leader later had a private discussion with me and explained that the answers were not so obvious to everyone and that I was, for lack of a better word, being an ass. His word choice astonished me in that he would describe me of all people in such a way and let alone use the word to begin with, but I took it to heart and I learned from it. Unfortunately, this realization of my failure proved detrimental to my already suffering self-esteem which likely derived from the constant disapproval of others regarding my outrageous desires to follow God’s will.
             I remember being quite self-conscious prior to my trip to Virginia Beach, but this is where I recall my first deep feelings of depression. I felt as if I did not fit in well and that others were given preferential treatment for their presumed coolness despite my greater aptitude in the faith. Most people appeared to be focused on fun rather than on the mission of why we were there. I could not have cared less about fun; I took interest in eternal accomplishments. This set me apart and left me sitting alone thinking and studying for much of my time. Some people tried to cheer me up every so often, but this proved about as useful as telling a drowning person to enjoy the sunshine while he or she struggled to stay afloat. Or, from my perspective, I saw myself as sitting on a boat throwing out life vests while everyone assured me they were having a great time as they sunk to the ocean floor.
             The trip certainly did have its share of fun, though. We met weekly in a large room for praise and worship, to hear talks, and participate in workshops which would drive home different ideas and lessons. One such event had us all dressing in the stereotypical clothing styles of different races and ethnicities followed by discussing the hardships and benefits of each. Another event had us washing everybody’s feet as a gesture of the servitude that Jesus wanted from us. I did not personally care for this servitude, however, as we obviously did not need our feet washed in our culture. I found it disgusting and it certainly had no benefit in and of itself. Still, one of my roommates asked to wash my feet and I allowed him despite feeling quite uncomfortable about the entire process.
             One day in particular we had a blast cutting out cardboard armor and weaponry to enact a battle of epic proportions on the beach. After cutting, duct-taping, coloring, and painting all of our gear, we lined up on the beach in two teams. We then charged at each other full speed with cardboard weapons flailing and killing until one man remained to give a speech about God to the onlookers. We were instructed to make it look realistic and thus to die when we were hit or to otherwise react appropriately to blows hitting our armor. 
As I swung my metallic duct-taped sword multiple times into the fleshy portions of my opponents less-amazingly-armored body with no effect of death, I could not help but feel a sense of betrayal and frustration at his lack of honesty. He then gave me my own decisive blow and, not to be a hypocrite, I fell to the floor in death while stewing over the unfairness of it all. I should have still been up there fighting while this cheater got to continue on. Hours of dedicated work were wasted as I lied in the sand after my first battle. I simply did not understand why some people found it so hard to be honest—especially Christians of all people. I eventually got over it, and I realized that I probably took it more seriously than it warranted, but it served only to depress me further knowing that I would take something silly so seriously and thus deny myself the fruits of my cardboard labor. 
             Apart from the fun, we did have a lot of quiet time for studying and reflecting and we also had a lot of emphasis on providing witness of the gospel to others. A man actually paid for my lunch during one study time and said how awesome it was to see people studying the word of God. I had always chosen to study in public so as to be a better witness for God and this visibly demonstrated that people indeed took notice.
             When we went out to share the good news of the gospel, we would use Crusade’s Four Spiritual Laws that we were all so fond of. We had little pamphlets or tracts which explained each of these laws with little diagrams. The first law is that God loves us and has a plan for our lives. The second is that man is sinful and is thus separated from God and his plan. Thirdly, Jesus died as the sacrifice for our sins so that we could be reunited and experience the plan he has for us. And the fourth law is that all we have to do is accept his gift to become forever changed, connected with God, and have our lives directed by him who now sat on the throne of our lives. I actually starred in a humorous video about how to witness to people using these tracts which we showed during a Crusade meeting back at school.
             Despite my willingness and lack of fear, I found myself being much less effective at witnessing than others. I would hear these great stories about talking to people and having them accept Christ right then and there, and here all I ever got was bored nods, disinterested grunts, and people entirely unwilling to make conversation let alone conversion. I even went through the effort of special-ordering many Russian versions of the Four Spiritual Laws and promptly learned to read the words so I could witness to the many Russians around the area. I still remember trying to ask the question in my extremely terrible Russian which sounded like, “Sleshally lee vay o cheteeray doohoevneek zackoenuh?” which supposedly asked, “Have you heard of the Four Spiritual Laws?” Most Russians looked at me like I had two heads, but it certainly got the conversation going where I could take them through it and discuss it in English.
             I continually went above and beyond in hopes to have some greater impact with my extreme efforts and my desire to do God’s will above all else. And I continually felt entirely worthless at doing it while hearing of everyone else’s success stories. I can only presume that my disappointment in mankind and my cold-hard logical disposition made for a terrible enticement into my faith. Those who were more successful were those people considered more cool and popular. Well, go figure; they were the ones that actually knew how to get people to like them and thus people were more entranced by their worldview. The more worldly and friendly, the more likely they were to be successful at witnessing. But witnessing what? A fake faith focused on fun and games rather than the battle to be won? I did not approve of such conversions, but I still wished for my own.
             I found myself growing increasingly bitter at many Christians who never appeared to take things seriously enough and yet seemingly had more joy and success. Heaven or hell is a huge deal. It is nothing to be taken lightly. We must make it our lives and our only goal to know and understand God and to convert others. Yet despite all my efforts, I did not get any recognition neither via successful conversions nor merely the friendship of others. I felt useless and frustrated while everyone else enjoyed their foolishness and selfishness. I often sat alone crying out to God wondering what to do to get better results while others went out for a night on the town. Some people had compassion on me for a short period of time, but they never really understood my disposition and I hated that more people did not seem to care to begin with. Here we were, a group devoted to loving God and one another, living our lives for the sole purpose of serving God and each other, and so many people ignored a disparaged youth sitting by his lonesome.
             As the summer passed along, I began to worry about the remainder of what I owed for the trip. I had not received any more support in the mail and the income from my job at McDonald’s would not be enough. The leaders encouraged me to write letters to the same people that I originally requested support from and thanking them for their contributions while updating them on how much more I needed. I did so reluctantly since I hated begging for money. I received only one response this go-around from my cousin who just happened to have received a large inheritance. He sent me the exact remainder I needed which amounted to about twelve hundred dollars—a very significant sum for someone around my age. The relief and excitement I felt could hardly be expressed in this text. Such a response to my need encouraged me to believe that God must still be pleased with me despite all my hardship and self-berating. I continually feared that perhaps I simply did not measure up to others despite my efforts and perhaps I continually failed God as evidenced by my being shunned, but this gave me more hope.
I became even more encouraged by a man who came and talked to us about the 10/40 window. He explained that these are the latitude lines 10 and 40 such that, between them, Christians were most likely to be silenced or even killed for their faith (see figure). This area had the greatest need for brave missionaries like me and extensive prayer and support. He talked about the underground churches that were often raided, threatened, arrested, and sometimes even massacred in these eastern countries. 
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My radicalism loved the potential glory to God from doing this kind of work and it resonated with the awe I experienced when reading books like Jesus Freaks by DC Talk. Jesus Freaks compiled a list of many stories of people being persecuted for their faith. One story I remember had a little girl whose hand was burned with a lighter because she would not denounce her faith. God supposedly made the pain tolerable as a hole burned through her hand and she did not cry out. Another story centered around a military man left out in the snow wearing only his underwear and yet bearing it with the power of God. His crime, too, was his faith. I also read a book about a Chinese man who was starved and tortured many months with electric rods only to escape the prison as an angel visited and guided him out through miraculously unlocked doors and oblivious guards. I so longed to take part in such stories and I always wondered how people could not believe with such awesome demonstrations of God bringing forth evidence of his glory. Since they were Christian stories, I did not fully consider the potential of pure fabrication. Why would someone lie to bring glory to God? Satan cannot uplift Christianity, right?
I hung on every word the speaker presented about missionary work and I felt as if God had brought him to speak to me specifically. One day, I thought, I might join his organization. I later bought the book he promoted which gave detailed information about each country and how best we could pray for them. He provided all of us with his PowerPoint slides to help spread the word and I could not wait to use them. I did so for my second presentation at Crusade the following semester. 
For my version of the 10/40 window talk, I printed out the quick prayer tips from the book and encouraged everyone to grab one and pray specifically for the country on the sheet. Surely, I thought, if enough people prayed for them, God would intervene and help. Few people were all that interested in such an endeavor, however. Did they not believe in the power of prayer? Why would they not want to pray for all these people enduring so much pain and suffering? Do these suffering people really not matter to them? It occurred to me that perhaps these Crusaders did not really believe as much as they portend. Perhaps they saw Crusade and Christianity as merely a giant social club for them to feel good about themselves.
             Even when it came to our own local campus there were few people ready and willing to pray for it. Perhaps it had something to do with holding the campus prayer meetings at 6 in the morning and often requiring one to trudge through snow for ten minutes to get there, but that small sacrifice had the potential to save the eternal lives of hundreds if not thousands of people. After doing the prayer meetings for a while and recognizing that so many people lacked the willingness to participate, I became all the more frustrated. Jesus asked for our entire lives—not just a part of them. We were to hold nothing else as worthy of doing in place of serving our God. Why were so many people focused on so many other things when others were missing out on true life and were ultimately doomed to destruction?
             I began contemplating prayer more as I realized how few people enjoyed doing it including myself. Prayer appeared to have very little effect on the really important things. Deep down, I knew that praying for our campus would do as much good as trying to empty the ocean of water with a thimble. I thought more about the request I gave for everyone to pray for entire countries and it seemed absolutely ridiculous. I could not help but wonder why it seemed so strange to pray with such a broad spectrum. Perhaps recognizing the futility of prayer as it became ever broader caused severe cognitive dissonance. If I am going to pray for one person, why not simultaneously pray for another as well? Why not pray for everyone in the building, the city, or the state? I had asked people to pray for entire countries, yet why not simply the entire world? Why not simply pray one prayer, “God save everyone and make us all good?” As the scope increased, so too did the insincerity and likelihood it would have any effect whatsoever.
             Sincerity guided my every thought. Dishonesty fueled my passion for justice more than anything else. For whatever reason, even up to today, I despise lies with a vengeance. I cannot stand them. A lie is the quickest way to rile me up even if it is to support what I believe or comes from my own children’s sweet, innocent lips—especially if they are lying to themselves. Self-deception scares me more than anything, and I do not wish for my children to trap themselves in deceitful lies that alter their character, choices, desires, and their lives. 
As long as I can remember, I have wanted to be nothing but truthful to myself. I had put up with far too many insincere people and straight up deceitfulness in my past, and I certainly did not want to be included in such a group of individuals—not to mention that Revelation 21:8 says that all liars go to hell: “But the fearful, and unbelieving, and the abominable, and murderers, and whoremongers, and sorcerers, and idolaters, and all liars, shall have their part in the lake which burneth with fire and brimstone: which is the second death.” So naturally, I hated lies and insincerity. That did not stop them from coming my way, unfortunately.
             In high school, some people told me that my girlfriend had been cheating on me while I was away. This obviously meant someone had to be lying, be it they or my girlfriend, yet I could not know for certain who. I eventually came to realize that my girlfriend chronically lied and would likely lie about the color of her underwear if I had asked. She once told me that a professor recommended her into an advanced economics course which I later found did not even exist. It turned out she had failed regular economics and simply had to retake it. Upon confrontation, she would continually make up more and more lies such as, “That’s what they told me! I didn’t even know I failed!” I would see through such explanations and I would question all the more which caused all the more lies. She once invited me to go camping with her family, yet upon arrival it turned out to be just the two of us. She vaguely mentioned that her family was “over there” while we set up a tent further away. I asked to visit her family but she then realized that she had apparently been mistaken as her family could not be found. I certainly would not have agreed under such pretenses had I known, but she assured me that she did not do this intentionally.
             I had also been lied to by another girl who kept telling me she had all these ailments and diseases and regularly made me take her to the hospital. She may have been a hypochondriac, but she lied about many other things as well and even stole from “The Guys’ House” which was basically Crusade’s frat without the Greek letters. Apart from girls, family, and friends, I had been lied to by the very members of Christianity about how to be in God’s good graces, and this disturbed me most of all. 
Lies also came to me regularly with false accusations of me being arrogant; they would call me a heretic, a Satanist, or a Luciferian for my beliefs. The Pharisees did the same for Jesus, of course, so this did not shock me too much. They would exclaim that I blindly ignored facts, but I knew just how much I loved Jesus and that I looked at facts quite diligently—so much so that it caused me to put myself at such risk of condemnation by actually upholding such facts that I found and changing my opinion from that of the masses. It certainly held no benefit to me to hold such unpopular beliefs. Clearly, they needed to open their own eyes. I remained true to myself and true to God while lies constantly screeched at my conscience like fingernails on a chalkboard.
             So why did it feel so insincere or so similar to a lie when praying with a large scope? Was it because it seemed unlikely to be answered which alluded to the futility of praying it to begin with? But why did it seem unlikely to be answered? God said that anything asked in his name would be granted to us. I concluded that such prayers were too akin to a cop-out. Instead of taking the time to dig in deep, such generic all-encompassing prayers lazily covered all things with a single prayer like sweeping dirt under a rug for lack of care and concern. I decided that God wanted us to be more personally, perhaps locally, involved and thus such big prayers were futile. 
I certainly did not wish to pray in futility. After having read Jesus’ condemnation of the Pharisees for praying long prayers with big words and lots of repetition, I certainly wanted to distinguish myself from that as well. I saw praying before meals as being quite similar to such repetitious Pharisaical ways and thus it, too, became a target for me. I wanted people to break out of boring tradition and to penetrate into the sincere. People seem to pray before meals as an obligation and that should be the first sign that it is useless. Such prayers often tend to be the same prayer as well, “Bless this food, thanks for person X, Y, and Z, direct our conversation in such a way as to glorify you, in Jesus’ name, amen.” 
I had often wondered what people would think if I prayed on the way to a restaurant rather than waiting until we had sat down. I would chuckle aloud to myself as I imagined everyone sitting at the table looking confused as they attempted to determine whether or not we “should” pray again. I wanted to be as genuine as possible and I did not want to lie to myself about my faith any more than I wanted God to see me as a pretender. I would thus keep my prayers short, to the point, specific, and as-needed while encouraging others to do likewise. 
The more I learned, the more I tried to enlighten my fellow Christians. They needed to see just how radical they were not and just how much they were rote and robotic. I began to center my life around missionary work right where I lived. Christians became my target just as much as atheists. I hoped to direct them all toward sincere and radical faith. In my eyes, I became a local missionary, and I began to dedicate myself to learning everything I could and integrating my faith into every aspect of my life.
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   Fully Integrated and Fully Researched

    

   [image: ]s should be exceedingly clear by this point, I took my faith seriously, I made Christianity my life, and I desired to integrate it into every aspect. Unfortunately, I found little evidence that others made their faith as equally important. I had zero desire to live for anything else and I tried to prove it with the way I lived. I rejected downloading illegal mp3s, movies, and software from Kazaa and Napster. I remained honest and helpful as much as I could muster. I did not take joy in anything that uplifted evil such as ghosts, witches, and vampires. This prompted an unpleasant confrontation when Crusade hosted a Halloween party at The Guys’ House. 

   A few crusaders dressed up as vampires which rubbed me quite extensively in the wrong way. For a Christian who believes in demons and literally believes that witchcraft is possible by utilizing the power of those demons, it is easy to understand that uplifting evil things is terribly dangerous and might bring about devastating consequences. Having idols in one’s house can very literally be taken as an invitation for demons to come in and wreak havoc on the inhabitants. Uplifting blood-sucking vampires and making light of communion with the dead could ultimately lead to disastrous results, and in fact it did—for me, anyway. My heart sank in frustration as my complaints went disregarded.

   As if the vampires were not enough, the party’s self-appointed DJ played modern pop music (likely illegally downloaded) which glorified all kinds of things about drugs, sex, and alcohol. Not only did they play such smut, everyone danced to it as well and had a great time indulging in it! My stomach churned in legitimate pain and sadness. I assured them that I knew and owned plenty of good Christian music one could dance to such as Rebecca St James, V*Enna, P.O.D., Pillar, Steven Curtis Chapman, and more, but they would have nothing of my influence for a more Christian atmosphere. 

   When I took the plunge to appoint myself as the DJ by switching the music to my own (thinking they would thank me later), it killed the mood for most everyone. They claimed it did not work for them. People stopped dancing and the party slowly left the dance floor and went upstairs. Seriously, I thought, making our party more Godly killed it? Can God honestly kill a party for legitimate Christians? My heart sunk even further perhaps reaching down to my feet.

   I could hardly think straight as sorrow and frustration enveloped me. I could not believe the evil of these crusaders taking part in this debauchery before God and yet having the audacity to call themselves Christians. While the internal turmoil was intense, my outward appearance showed little more than frustration. I doubt anyone knew just how much that night left me emotionally scarred and ever-more ready to witness to Christians over atheists.

                Despite the crusaders’ affinity toward music which uplifted sex, Crusade overall emphasized that men ought to fight for the ever-elusive concept of sexual purity. I am not sure how much emphasis the women put on sexual purity, but the guys understood it as a number one priority to overcome their physiology. 

   Pornography was considered one of the vilest things we could engage in apart from real-life unwedded sex or perhaps murder, and we certainly abhorred the evils of masturbation despite that all but very few men admitted to doing it regularly. Men’s Bible study groups often focused on this topic specifically. The Elite Forces Bible study went through a book titled Every Man’s Battle which, as you might suspect, focused entirely on every man’s struggle for sexual purity. We regularly tried to hold each other accountable for our purity in order to continually encourage us to remain pure. 

                 Accountability was achieved by asking whether or not we had failed within the week since our last study either by looking at porn or by masturbating. We even came up with a question which held a secret meaning that we could ask to determine if a person had failed recently. In this way we could hold each other accountable in public and even around women without anyone knowing what we were talking about. We never did actually use it, but we had it just in case, I guess. 

   Sex and lust were a big deal in all Christian circles of men which I had participated in. This, of course, now amazes me that such a natural part of life can be so over-emphasized and demonized. I cannot fathom a reason for God to be so involved in our sexual desires unless we are physically hurting someone in the process. But then, it’s not sex that is the problem, but suffering. Yet despite ignoring the poor, having complacency in stealing music, and being downright worldly—all things Jesus specifically forebode—we clung to sexual repression as noble and hatred for sexual expression as just.    

                I knew of no Christians who took kindly to homosexuality. Every year at Michigan Tech, LGBT groups would celebrate Pride Week and flaunt their homosexuality in proud defiance against God. That is how we saw it, of course. Their goal had nothing to do with God and everything to do with trying to help a hated group of people become accepted members of society. Christians tend to see it as flaunting wickedness and encouraging debauchery. These groups would hold a parade and use chalk all over the sidewalks to write things like, “Have you hugged a gay person today?” Someone anonymously responded with black charcoal, “Yeah, with the bumper of my truck.” 

   Crusade had recently used charcoal to write on the sidewalks which is fairly unique since most people use actual chalk which does not come in black. It is fairly plausible that a crusader had something to do with such hateful words. While we did not want that kind of publicity and we did not know if a crusader had truly written it, this response expressed the feelings of many Christians. In fact, who but a Christian or other religious person could possibly hate homosexuality? What reason would they have? We saw homosexuals as laughing in the face of our God and proudly displaying their sin while encouraging others to be okay with it and even encouraging others to do it. We could not let our country become like Sodom and Gomorrah and to reap a similar fate of fire and brimstone raining from heaven as God administered in Genesis 19. Homosexuals were to be feared for this reason and we had to stand against them.

                Luckily for me, I did not personally struggle with homosexual tendencies, but I did have a friend who did. He recognized me as a “Jesus Freak” so he came to me abashedly and wanted to talk. We went to a conference room and he slowly started explaining that he had something important he wanted to talk about. He could not quite get the words out though. “I wanted to talk to you about… well… I…” he stammered. “You see, well… there’s this thing… and I—“

    “—You’re gay?” I finished for him questioningly. His eyes lit up which worried me at first as if I had perceived incorrectly.

   “I, uh, yes! How did you know?” 

   “Well, I can’t say I knew, but I felt God leading me to that conclusion,” I explained.

   He immediately felt more comfortable knowing that God could tell me such hidden things; perhaps I could indeed help him. “Is it wrong?” he asked. “How do I stop it?” 

   I remember telling him that homosexual desires embodied the same issue that heterosexual men faced. Every day we battled with sexually impure thoughts, and homosexual thoughts were simply a different flavor of them. In the same way that he must fight his urges for men, we must also fight our own for women. With enough diligence, prayer, and seeking after God, we could overcome these urges whether they be for men or women and we could be sexually pure as God desires.

                I further encouraged him to understand that his urges likely derived from some kind of traumatic event in his childhood or his overall upbringing. Perhaps he lacked a positive masculine influence in his life such that he would desire a more masculine person to be intimate with. “In such cases,” I explained, “an intimate masculine relationship is desired to fill a part of your life, but it is important to remove the sexual aspect from it. As men, we have a hard time disassociating intimacy from sex, but we can be intimate with men just like Jesus and his disciples without getting sexual.” We prayed together and he seemed grateful for my help, but I heard very little from him after that meeting. I believe he joined a gay club on campus which broke my heart knowing that I failed to adequately help him.

                Later in my life I would find that a close friend of mine who visited our home Bible studies also struggled with homosexuality. I had similar conversations with her and encouraged her to break off friendship with the person whom she was having these relations with. I am now glad for my first friend who may have found himself despite me. I only regret any negative influences I might have had upon him. He might forever struggle with acceptance of himself due to me and other Christians, and I can only hope that this is not the case. As for my second friend, she is still within the church and is still fighting the battle of homosexuality as far as I know. 

   I railed on Mesha pretty harshly saying that she knew what she needs to do and that she is has simply refused to do it. I praised her when she finally moved out of the apartment she shared with this other girl and this now breaks my heart terribly. For a homosexual, I can only imagine it is statistically more difficult and perhaps even dangerous to find love. She had already found someone to love but her faith broke this love apart and with my full blessing and encouragement to boot. Her life is now highly focused on fighting a fact of who she is and denying herself a lasting relationship that would be satisfying and comforting for her. She cries out to God abasing herself and mourning her nature while wishing she could be someone else. She had even been excommunicated from one church which could not tolerate her particular struggles. I can only hope she finds peace someday if she has not already.

   In the fight between Christians and homosexuals, I tend to find that both sides argue for something true while not realizing they are arguing entirely different points. Christians are entirely correct that homosexuality is a choice while non-Christians are similarly entirely correct when saying that it is not a choice. The problem is merely definitional. Homosexuality, to a Christian, is literally the act of having sex with someone of the same gender. To anyone not subscribing to this particular definition, it is understood that homosexuality is the attraction to people of the same sex. The first is a choice while the second is not. There are many people I am sexually attracted to and whom I choose not to engage sexually. I cannot choose the attraction, but I can choose the action. 

   This disconnect in definitions causes insults to fling in both directions by impatient idiots from both sides of the fence and neither can stop to see the truth of the point of the other. This does not particularly solve what to do with people who are attracted to the same sex, but it is at least a better starting point. I could only add that while it may be a sin in the modern-day Christian world, there are plenty of other sins that are actually harmful to others unlike homosexuality, and they are not fought against nearly as strongly. 

   I would highly encourage Christians to focus more on sins that harm others when it comes to making laws and also focusing on overcoming one’s own sins rather than worrying about the sins of another when it is victimless. God will supposedly judge the sins and hearts of others so we do not have to. A Christian needs only to judge whether or not they ought to associate—or appear to belong to the same group as—a particular person. They need not hate them, deny them, or make laws against them.

    

   *  *  *

    

   When I was not personally too busy trying to fend off the demons responsible for arousing the sexual desires within me, I spent a significant amount of my time contemplating, studying, and learning apologetics—not to be confused with the art of apology which I later had to master. Apologetics is the art of speaking in one’s own defense. In the Christian sense, this means that I studied how to defend my beliefs so that I might always have an answer for my faith to any who would ask. This is what the author admonished us to do in 1 Peter 3:15. I learned how to rationalize anything that someone could bring against Christianity. I often looked for complaints of contradiction online and I found nothing that I could not resolve.

                I became especially fond of Pascal’s Wager since I rather enjoyed logic. This wager says that faith in God offers eternal bliss if it is right and nothing bad if it is wrong. A lack of faith on the other hand, offers nothing good if it is right and eternal suffering if it is wrong. The logical choice is clear that it is best to err on the side of faith since you have everything to gain and nothing to lose versus everything to lose and nothing to gain. I would use this reasoning in attempts to convince people that they ought to take faith seriously and really dive in to allow God to prove himself. It is worth giving it a chance just for the sake of the wager. This wager, of course, has many pitfalls, but few people I discussed this with had ever heard of the wager let alone devised the common problems associated with it. Thus, I never really had to look any further than the initial argument since I never found myself in a position of having to defend it more thoroughly.

                One obvious flaw with Pascal’s Wager is that it seems to indicate that there is only one faith with the promise of heaven and the threat of hell. There is a vast array of religions that offer this dilemma. It is therefore not a matter of faith in God but rather a faith in a particular religion. This means someone must now determine if the true religion worthy of the wager is Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Mormonism, Seventh Day Adventism, Catholicism, and so on. Where does one put his or her wager when each one is exclusive to the other and offers hell if not selected? It only makes sense to put the wager where it is best backed by proper reasoning and logic which is fairly opposite of the concept of faith. One needs no faith or wager if indeed it can be calculated or proven. I had actually thought that I did indeed base my religion on fact, however. I relished this belief so much so that when I started getting new facts, I actually held true to my logic and began changing my beliefs and behaviors.

                Pascal’s Wager also ignores the repercussions of one’s faith; it is anything but “nothing to lose” if it is wrong and my story is a very good example of that. Faith in Christianity, if wrong, is extremely detrimental in that it encourages faith in the impossible and often leads people to intolerance of things that could not otherwise be considered sin for lack of harming anyone. Some religious sects will not allow you to dance or play cards and they are intolerant of anyone who does. If the faith is wrong, then it is morally toxic to indict such people as they enjoy their lives doing something entirely harmless. The majority of Christianity teaches that homosexuality is wrong and many Christians spend a lot of time focused on denying such feelings. If the faith is wrong, then a homosexual might spend their entire life fighting against the very thing that would make them most satisfied with life: finding a loving partner to live with. Christianity also leads to a lot of other superstitious beliefs like witchcraft and homeopathy which can be deadly and might cause rejection of science which often disproves religious beliefs. Many children die every year due to the neglect of parents to see a doctor because they believe God will heal them via prayer.

                Religion, as it did for me, can waste many years of one’s life focusing on things that are ultimately unimportant while ignoring much of what is. From an eternal perspective, Christianity being false will make no difference for an individual person since they will poof out of existence when they die, but it will indeed have a greater impact on the society as a whole. My actions made converts which caused them to make more converts or raise Christian children and so on. Not only did I focus on useless studies which did not better the world, but I also encouraged others to do likewise and ultimately made the world a little worse-off. I misdirected resources from beneficial studies while focusing efforts on condemning people and making them more like me. 

   How many great achievements have gone undone for focusing on a faith rather than on scientific or philosophical progress? How many achievements and discoveries were demonized and erased due to religion and even due to Christianity specifically? I personally cringe at the thought of all I could have been with my strength in logic and my desire to research neuroscience and quantum physics. Starting early, perhaps I could have discovered the mechanism of consciousness or developed the first warp drive. Perhaps I still have that chance today, but my circumstances now severely hinder that, and I am still fighting the negative effects of my previous life of faith. Faith in Christianity is anything but “nothing to lose” in such a regard and thus Pascal’s Wager falls entirely flat.

   Another book on apologetics which I really liked was Josh McDowell’s Evidence That Demands a Verdict. It is filled with many “facts” that stand alone in an outline format without much discussion that I could not or would not ever personally verify. These data points seemed to make for a good argument for the faith since they could not be refuted if everyone lacked the energy to try or else had no clue what I was talking about. They simply made me look studied. I never did read the whole book as that would be akin to reading a dictionary straight through and that thought bored me, but I did find a lot of the information quite handy. 

   I especially liked the idea that the message of the Bible remained entirely consistent despite there being multiple authors of multiple professions throughout multiple decades. This is a common Christian misconception. They say that kings and lowly peasants alike over the course of thousands of years provided the same message of God and it all supposedly reads as one book. I find such an argument rather silly now after I had learned that there were so many writings to choose from. There are some 2000 pages of Old Testament writings now published in 2 volumes called the Pseudepigrapha and that is certainly not all of them. The book of Acts references a Book of Prophets and that book is nowhere to be found as far as I can tell. There are countless others written after Jesus’ death and yet were not included in the Bible. 

   It is fairly easy to select only such writings which suit a particular belief and compile them. The criteria used to select the books of the New Testament seemed honorable at the time by selecting people who physically saw Jesus or studied under one who had, but scholars now believe, mostly in consensus, that many of the authors are not who they claim to be. The criteria completely missed its mark. On top of such ease in selecting congruent texts, it is also simple enough for powerful leaders with an agenda to burn all books that displeased them. The Bible is thus seemingly consistent because all the inconsistent articles were not included when compiled or were burned and forever lost. 

   The Bible further appears consistent because people often excuse inconsistencies as mere misunderstandings given the pre-ordained bias that the book is perfect. No longer feeling the need to make amends for seemingly contradictory verses, I can honestly say that it does not seem very consistent at all nor does it read as a single book or story. So even if this argument strengthens the faith of a believer, it is never going to sound very legitimate to an atheist. I am actually convinced even now that there is nothing within the Bible that I could not find a solution for to make it seemingly consistent. Not because it is true, but because it is so easy to jump a few hoops. 

   Unfortunately, those with a knack for making things fit end up strengthening their faith every time they cram the square data into the round holes of reality. Making things consistent is what made me so radical since I could be all the more fully assured that I understood things with every new revelation and twisting of logic. Apologetics helped convince me of the logic in my faith for a time and allowed me to put even more faith in the people who came before me. It also helped me believe that God guided my understanding as I sought answers. After a while, I learned to trust that explanations existed whether I knew them or not so I no longer felt the need to look too closely at any one argument unless it interested me or someone in particular asked. I could be sure I would find an answer with the simplest of research so it felt like a waste of time to look much further into every complaint without special provocation. 

   My assurance of the existence of easy explanations led to quick trust of Christian scientists who would proclaim they had evidence of things like Noah’s flood or a young Earth. I already knew the truth so of course scientists were confirming it. I would always smile inside with a smug satisfaction, “Well duh, so what are the non-believers going to say now to deny it?” 

   No contradictions could stump me, and many people before me had devoted their lives to proving the infidel wrong. Surely, given the number of studied Christians before me, if a contradiction were to be found, the religion would have already failed and fallen apart. All these conclusions strengthened my faith in the Bible. Those wishing to pick out contradictions had simply chosen ahead of time that they would not believe and they would therefore reject and ignore all explanations. They were the blind ones unwilling to hear us out and not the other way around.

                I also studied other religions so that I could better refute the claims they had while promoting my own. I often explained how much Christianity differed from other religions and upheld the persistent Christian belief that it is technically not even a religion but rather a personal relationship with the one true God—unlike all the other religions. We taught that religion is when man tries to reach God through repetitive practices but that our faith had God reaching down to man. The more commonly understood definition of religion, and as Merriam Webster defines it, is “an organized system of beliefs, ceremonies, and rules used to worship a god or a group of gods.” Christianity fits this perfectly. It has an organized set of beliefs, ceremonies, and even rules regarding the worship of God. It does not matter if the belief is in man reaching up to God or if the belief is in God reaching down to man. It is humorous, then, that Christians often accuse atheism as being just another religion while simultaneously claiming their own is not. Fox News rolled an opinion article entitled “Sorry, But Atheism is a Religion” in March of 2013 which wrote:

    

   Atheists are, in fact, some of the most religious people. First, they have a functioning God under whom they are subservient (normally it’s science or rationality, but mainly themselves), and that idea of God informs the way they live and interpret their lives. It informs their biases and determines their values, and governs any sense of morality or ethics they adhere to, or ignore.

    

   This definition, of course, is defining a person’s philosophy and epistemology—their set of ideas about life, knowledge, and how facts are to be determined—as opposed to religion. Calling science a God does not in fact make science a mystical being responsible for creating or designing the universe in whom we wish to please. Finding insight and morality from one another as a philosophy and using science to determine fact as our epistemology is entirely opposed to following a religious book that is supposedly written by a deity. 

   In November of 2012, Bill O'Reilly, who is also from Fox News, stated “Christianity is not a religion; it is a philosophy.” So they define atheism’s philosophy as a religion and define Christianity’s religion as a philosophy. This definitional disconnect happens a lot in Christian circles because things fall apart when definitions are consistent. As long as it sounds good and makes one feel superior over others, the statement falls upon receptive ears and few people then think to keep definitions consistent in their analyzing of its veracity. Both statements cannot be true without altering the definitions from one to the next.

                Christians try defining their faith as philosophy because recognizing Christianity as a religion causes cognitive dissonance. It makes one consider that there are other religions to choose from and thus all could have an equal claim to correctness. Since one has to believe based on faith, how would one choose between multiple religions? By defining their faith as a non-religion they set themselves apart to feel unique while removing competition and disassociating themselves from the horrors that are seen within other religions. It further enables them to perpetuate an “us versus them” mentality. Of course, these illusions only work for those within the circle which help them feel as if they have made the proper choice. Those outside the circle see Christianity as entirely comparable to any other religion.

                Knowing that my non-religious religion was not truly a religion, I had no fear in researching other religions for the purpose of proving them wrong to others. While searching for information regarding other faiths, I found online that I could request a free Book of Mormon which would be delivered by real live Mormons who would then discuss it with me at length. Excited about such a learning and witnessing opportunity, I signed up and looked forward to their visit. I invited them in with a welcoming smile when they showed up about a week later. They were friendly, but I laughed internally every time they scratched their heads bewildered when I asked for clarification regarding some silly belief. I remember there being many things they talked about which proved contradictory to verses I knew in the Bible and they absolutely could not explain when I asked for clarification.

                The Mormons said they believed in both the Bible and the book of Mormon and yet the books contradicted each other in many ways. I would point these things out, but they remained obstinate and unwilling to recognize that their beliefs were foolishly incompatible. They simply reverted to the argument that they may not know how it all works together but that did not make any of it false. This may be technically true, but that does not provide much reason to believe it in the first place. They claimed to know it was true because they felt it was true in their hearts.  They also offered that if I were to read it with an open heart then I, too, would feel it and know. That, of course, is the nice way of calling someone closed-minded for not coming to the same conclusions regarding one’s own particular faith that they feel. But what good is a text which seems to contradict itself if you do not know how it resolves? It would be impossible to know which part to believe or if anything is true as interpreted. The statements immediately become useless if one cannot possibly know the true meanings behind them.

                I vowed at that point to always have a better explanation than “I feel” since anyone can be fooled into feeling anything as these people demonstrated so well. Feelings cannot distinguish one fact from another. I determined that if something could not be logically shown, then there is no reason to take it as absolute fact. If God were real, which he surely was, then I could place my faith in facts and reason as opposed to feelings which are clearly so easily swayed. God, being real, gave me no fear of facts. I had no reason to close my eyes. He would always prove himself true. 

   So if I claimed something that could easily be claimed by another religion with no way to verify it, then I would have to concede that it may not be true. In this way, the living God could direct me and I would not fall prey to the traditions of man as did the Pharisees and these silly Mormons. After all, I still believed that God lived and could thus direct my understanding. This would set a precedent for the rest of my life, but it would take a while to affect some of my lower-level core beliefs.

                The determination I had to be one of the few to find the narrow path consumed my life. I did not wish to take anything for granted. The Bible precisely indicated that the majority would have to be wrong given his many versus few who find the proper path. I expected the vast majority of people to be wrong and thus I felt entirely confirmed when the majority of people disagreed with me.

    

   *  *  *

    

   I did some extended fasting a few times trying to connect more with God as I sought his narrow path. If I had to fight against the majority, I would need God’s continual input and grace to direct me. I fasted for a week on three separate occasions while in college and I even convinced my friend Harvey to do it with me once as well. I consumed nothing but juice and milk for two fasts and only water for the third. I understood fasting to be a powerful way to show my devotion to God and indeed I felt closer to him for doing so. For my junior year, I put my food in the hands of God entirely by not purchasing a food plan and expecting that God would always provide someone who would be willing to swipe me into the cafeteria with one of the meals from their own plan. 

   I actually saw this as a great way to both demonstrate my faith and reliance in God while also reducing waste. Many freshmen ended up with a meal plan which included three meals a day and they would often find that they did not eat all three for various reasons. I saw no point in letting them go to waste. I ended up scheduling certain meals with certain people throughout the week and this provided a great time for regular fellowship and unofficial mentoring with them. Some people perceived me as being terrible for using people in this way, but each person assured me that they enjoyed the time. On top of that, these people then got to be used by God which is a fantastic opportunity. I often only ate once or twice a day, but it mimicked a consistent fasting much like Muslims do for Ramadan where they fast from dawn to dusk and eat only at night. This constant similarity to fasting made me feel all the more connected with God and it made me skinnier to boot.

                At the end of one of my week-long fasts, I had hoped to break it with a meal from Perkins to celebrate the achievement and to enjoy God’s provision of food in a more special manner. I had no car of my own, however, and no one appeared willing to give me a ride even if simply to drop me off. This really frustrated me that all my supposed brothers and sisters in Christ could not even do such a small thing for someone trying to celebrate after such a challenging feat of faith. No one would break the fast with me or even just let me borrow their vehicle so that I could go by myself—no one but Emily.

                I had only just recently met Emily maybe a month before, but she let me borrow her car with the mere stipulation that I be careful since she was warned not to let anyone else use it. I felt this truly exemplified pure love and faith. She took a risk and put faith in God for the simple purpose of helping someone. I immediately liked this Emily girl and I knew I would need to get to know her more. She later agreed to help me at her own loss of sleep by picking me up at two in the morning after my Spring break mission trip to Mexico. The trip itself was enjoyable, but I could not stop thinking about Emily throughout it. She lived sacrificially and I loved it. I had wondered about her concept of materialism and whether or not she would be the type of person who would accept a humble ring made of wood as an engagement ring. This would be, of course, my idea of a godly woman. I was not looking to tie the knot at that point, but my thoughts were consumed with learning more about her love for God and whether or not she could be “the one.”

   
   
   
   
   The means by which I paid for my trip to Mexico might be the only really astounding part about the trip. My parents’ church, the Community Bible Chapel, paid my way in full. Unfortunately, I did not realize until after I arrived in Mexico that the $700 I needed to go only covered my way and my stay but had nothing to do with food or anything else. Brandon, a friend and fellow member of the Elite Forces Bible Study better known as “Commando,” helped me survive that week. Not only did he help me eat, but he allowed me to buy some mementos as well. I bought a handmade Mexican blanket which I gave to my brother in hopes that he would remember me and through it come to be obedient to God. I also bought a homemade vanilla-scented candle to give to Emily in hopes that she, too, would think of me as much as I was thinking of her.
             On the flight down to Guadalajara, I sat next to a Mexican lady and received a taste of their religious upbringing. Mexico is very Catholic in culture, but it seemed that they were just about as knowledgeable as the people I was surrounded by back home. On numerous occasions she had asked me what she believed since she was not quite sure herself. Having studied up on Catholicism I was able to help her understand what her church likely taught, but I expressed that she should be free to believe differently and in fact should look into the truths herself. Such a concept of believing what someone else teaches before you even know what they say simply astonished me. That exchange left me scratching my head and I am still scratching even today. Perhaps that explains my severe lack of hair at such a young age.
             We spent most of the week on a college campus trying to witness to the Mexican students there and inviting them to join their local Crusade group. I tried focusing intently on only a couple people by playing catch and eating lunch with them. I had always thought that personability drew people in more than broad sweeping announcements and advertisements although I now see that, numbers-wise, that is fairly foolish. Any one person might be more likely to be converted if you spend personal time rather than handing them a tract, but handing out a hundred tracts is more likely to reach that one or two people who are willing to respond to it. One particular person might never convert while a few in a hundred might already be willing to convert. Mass-proselytizing definitely wins.
My new-found Mexican friends introduced me to Guadalajara’s famous Torta Ahogada sandwich and horchata—my favorite drink of all time. It did not occur to me at the time that the giant containers of homemade horchata were likely made from tap water, but that realization certainly came soon enough. Luckily, my bowels waited until I arrived back home to Michigan to reveal their dirty little secret.
             When we were not on campus, we were often hanging out with the local campus’ Crusade group. It was fun spurring them on to do God’s work and singing and studying with them. I gave away my Elite Forces sweatshirt to one of them since he liked it so much. I thought it would help to spur on love with such a display of giving.  I also hoped it would remind him of me and my attempts at persuading him into a more heart-felt and sacrificial faith. It felt awesome to literally give someone the shirt off my back.

   
   
               One event which really stood out to me during my stay in Guadalajara was the church we went to. We went to a protestant church which is fairly uncommon in Mexico. It had been set up with folding chairs under a modest tent since it lacked the financial backing of hundreds of thousands of people as belonged to the Catholic churches. The people all seemed so happy and engaged much like a Crusade gathering. People swung their bodies as they sang and had huge smiles on their faces. I had not seen such joy in a church back home and I longed to see more churches just like it. Such churches do exist, of course, but apparently not in the remote corner of the Upper Peninsula of Michigan where I had lived. My church back home, however, was about to provide for me the greatest experience of my life.
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   The Power of God Revealed

    

   [image: ]hortly after my trip to Mexico, I had lunch with Emily at Perkins to discuss our relationship. As the man, and as my men’s Bible study training had taught me, I had the special responsibility of defining my intentions toward her and to clarify any questions there might be to remove obscurity and stress. I told her that I liked her for what I saw so far, and I told her that I would like to get to know her better with the intent to date in the future if we both found it mutually agreeable. She bluntly responded, “I’m not ready to get married.” Startled and slightly taken aback, I lowered my eyebrows in confusion as I assured her that I did not intend to propose marriage at this time but rather to propose that we be friends with dating potential in the future. I wanted her to keep a reminder in her back pocket that I might wish to date her in the future so that she should not unknowingly start dating some other guy—specifically the guy who I figured had taken a fancy to her. It took some convincing, but she eventually agreed to be my friend. 

   As it turned out, my move was likely imperative for our future. I later learned that the guy doting on her once gave her his sole! It was merely the sole of his shoe, but this clearly demonstrated an interest on his part even if she did not recognize it at the time. He also shared a dream with her about how something he loved would be taken from him and thus she was. When Emily told me about his dream after we were married, I took this revelation as evidence that God saw our marriage coming and perhaps even orchestrated it. Then again, God could just as well have been trying to stop it but perhaps the recipient did not take the hint.

                It certainly did not take long before Emily and I officially considered ourselves dating and we spent many nights talking about our faith and the state of Christianity. I could feel my heart overflowing with amazement and wonder as we bonded, studied, shared stories, sought after truth, and devised plans to rectify the lost love of Christ. Looking around, we saw so many people professing to be Christians, and yet they all seemed so similar to every other secular person. They focused their attention on TV, video games, fashion, money, careers, friends, drinking, music, sports, hobbies, and some even focused on school of all things. Such interests were their life and God took the back seat. They saw Crusade as merely a social club for the most part and church usually rated even lower. They had not counted the cost of following Christ and they had not given their lives to his calling.

   I cared so little about this life and its material nature that I once advised a fellow crusader that he ought to dump his girlfriend because she had intended to buy shoes priced at over a hundred dollars. I saw this as extremely worldly and wasteful and I warned him to stay clear away. If she already focused so much on vanity in shoes, he could be sure to have troubles in the future if they were to marry. So many Christians could not seem to escape the trappings of this world in light of the eternal future ahead of us. The kingdom of God in all its powerful glory stood before us calling our names while most people stared at their televisions or partied.

                Some people found their faith interesting enough to go to Bible study or to join a retreat for fun, but few seemed to have made a commitment to serve God with their life. They were still learning or were curious but they had not yet made a true decision. They were not even willing to help a brother in need of a Perkin’s lunch after a fast. I saw mostly lukewarm Christianity and Jesus graphically expressed in Revelation 3:16 that lukewarm Christians would be spewed out of his mouth. Something had to be done and people had to return to radical Christianity. Emily and I wanted to spur them back on to be hot and useful to our God.

                Most everyone seemed perfectly fine with this lukewarm Christianity, however, while I did not find this acceptable in the slightest. God called us to be radicals and not to “hide our light under a bushel.” Everyone’s love for Christ and love for others had seemingly been put out, but I would not succumb to the pressures of this world. I decided that Christianity now equated to the religion of the Pharisees of Jesus’ day and that the majority of Christendom was sick, dying, and missing the main point: live out radically for God and for others. It needed to be fixed or at the very least the truth needed to be pronounced so that seekers could find it. In the end, I figured it could not actually be fixed since everything had to get worse until the apocalypse, but I still took seriously my duty to do what I could do to save as many as would listen.

                I spoke passionately about this with everyone I had the chance to speak with about it. Only a handful of people had any interested in what I shared and even fewer would agree that love and concern needed more emphasis. I and those who did agree considered making a new student organization called “Love is Loud” after the then-popular song by The David Crowder Band. It would be made-up entirely of radicals who desired nothing more than to give up their life to God. Alas, it never got off the ground as we figured the three of us would never find others willing to join as evidenced by there only being the three of us. It simply remained velleity whilst we tried to determine what we could do to make a difference and to redirect the intentions of Christianity back toward love and living for others.

   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   I recognized that much of what I learned via my own studying did not seem to be lessons that many churches would focus on. I realized just how lost much of Christianity must be and I began to question all sorts of things. Questions often popped into my head that few were willing to contemplate. Was Jesus really God? Did he really die as a sacrifice for sins? Was the Bible really the word of God? If Satan were so sneaky, what confidence do we have that he did not write the Bible himself to redirect our paths away from the true God? How could anyone distinguish whether Satan wrote the Bible or if God wrote the Bible? What is the tell-tale sign indicating the trickery of Satan over the truth of God? I tended to contemplate these questions briefly but I often put them aside for fear of questioning God and being ostracized for bringing them up. I could not determine if God brought the questions up in my mind or if the devil did. 
I would console myself by expressing that I am just seeking truth and that God would be proud of this, but I still felt caution would be the better part of valor and I decided not to be too infatuated with such dangerous questions. I often fell back to the commonly held positions on these things and talked very little about them, but I logged them in my mind in case evidence started showing one way or the other. The questions more or less remained stale for quite a while but eventually the evidence around me started weighing in on them.
             The Bible had already built a precedent that religious leaders can be faulty in their understanding even to the point of rejecting their own Messiah and killing all the prophets. That is about the biggest blunder church leaders could possibly make. When coupling this with the obvious fact that there exists many denominations of Christianity which all disagree with one another, and that I, too, found discrepancies, I realized that I would have to do a lot of personal study and praying to really know the truth. It got me thinking and questioning everything I read in the Bible—not as to whether or not it was true, per se, but as to what it really meant. I began recognizing all the unfulfilled promises of power from God such as the gifts of the Spirit: healing, tongues, interpretation, signs and wonders. I became convinced that these things remained undone solely due to the lack of faith of those who called themselves Christians. The power of God must still be up for grabs if only we would do the will of God.
             Stories from overseas missionaries often included miracles which seemed to confirm this hypothesis. I simply could not find anyone devoted enough to be worthy of the power of God. Everything kept leading me to believe that the problem consisted of apathetic Christians and the majority of the church being dead as a doornail. God needed radicals to truly pour out his blessings. He called us to be radical to the point of hating our own family in contrast to our love for him. And further, our family meant nothing if they were not part of the kingdom of God. Our mothers and brothers and sisters were supposed to be those that do the will of God as Jesus stated in Matthew 12:46-50 and Luke 8:21-22.
             Ablaze with hope in the power of God, I feverishly prayed and asked if I would ever walk in his power to heal the sick and the lame. I continued praying as I walked home one cold and fateful night. The snow-covered trees lining the road swayed in the wind and the sparkling, starlit sky demonstrated the magnificence of God’s creation. I am not entirely sure why since the sky was equally in front of me, but I turned around as I crunched snow underfoot and I stared up questioning aloud if I would ever experience God’s power. Suddenly, the most brilliantly colorful object shot across the heavens. My heart leapt from within me and I could hardly contain the joy. It just had to be a message for me. I took this as confirmation that indeed I would perform miracles someday.
Never before had I seen a sign of such awesome magnitude or any such object in the heavens. It was no meteorite or shooting star and no comets were documented to have graced our night sky on that wonderful occasion. Filled with awe, I then requested of God to hit me on the head with an acorn if he would like me to drop everything and go now to serve him elsewhere as a true missionary. Unfortunately, it did not happen no matter how slowly I walked and no matter how many trees I purposely walked beneath. In fact, it always seemed like God shied away from doing the signs I requested and yet he willingly performed the signs I did not request. This is, of course, called confirmation bias. Most anything can be a sign if you are looking for one with no particular constraints.
             I discussed these things with Emily and she one day threw an acorn at my head as a joke. I realized that I did not give any such guidelines as far as the sign goes as to when, where, and how it should occur. Since God does indeed use people to bring about his will, perhaps he did desire that I should go and he perhaps wanted to use her as a part of the sign in order to indicate that she and I should be partners in this endeavor. We frequently talked about leaving and we ultimately decided that we would be faithful to the power of God and become missionaries. We would quit school, get married, and learn as much from mentors as possible at the esteemed Forerunner School of Ministry that our church kept talking about. 
I quit trying to succeed in school since it no longer mattered, but Emily kept studying anyway despite the obvious waste of time it would be. I considered such actions to indicate her lack of faith in her decision, but I figured I had enough faith for the both of us. I failed all my classes and instead focused on ministry and sharing the excitement of our endeavors. Well, I tried anyway.
             No one matched our excitement and many people told us directly that they disapproved of our plan. Of course, I had already decided that they did not trust in the power of God as demonstrated by their lack of desire to pray and their focus on meaningless things, so their opinions did not mean much to me. As far as I was concerned, they were all atheists proclaiming to be Christian. They could advise me of nothing seeing as they were those in need of council in the power of God and in making the commitment to live radically as Jesus demanded. 
As a sign of my faith and to help spread the word, on one of my statistics tests I wrote a brief explanation that my lack of passing had no reflection on the professor’s abilities to teach. I explained that I had found a better life in Christ and that I did not need education any longer. I would rely solely on the power of God. I was so ready for this. I could not wait to see what God would do, and indeed he came through with many magnificent things which I will soon explain.
             Our church talked a great deal about prophesying and healing and taking trips to the International House of Prayer (IHOP) down near Kansas City, Missouri. They boasted of the power of that place, the healings, the prophecies, and touted the Forerunner School of Ministry which IHOP had started. Seeing as the power already existed in such a place, it only made sense that we should be faithful ourselves and become a part of it. Some of our fellow church-goers shared in the joy of our decision and wished that they could likewise drop everything and go. Of course, they always had some kind of worldly reason preventing them so I had little sympathy for their velleitous ways. While many more people disagreed with our decision, we readily trusted these more faithful few as providing Godly advice. Seeing as God already poured out his power on others, we merely needed to leverage their learning and their grace in the eyes of God. From my perspective, I saw zero risk in the endeavor. God would certainly pull through for us.
             One night, our church held an all-nighter where we prayed and praised until morning. I led a praise band comprised of crusaders for half of the night. We took turns with the church’s official band every few songs. The night ignited the flames in each of our hearts and even resulted in the healing of quite a few people. I had heard that multiple people had complained about back pain and upon aligning their legs, the church leaders would note that one leg extended further than the other. They prayed over these individuals and the shorter leg miraculously grew and matched the longer leg. I did not see this occur myself, but I heard about it from people I trusted. This is actually a common trick that I would later learn from Darren Brown who exposed many faith healers. I highly recommend looking him up on YouTube if you get the chance.
After hearing of these back healings via leg lengthening, I immediately thought of Emily with high hopes. She had recently hurt her back quite badly while playing broomball and it left her in constant pain that doctors could not do anything about. She often emphasized her displeasure with being broken and she had me tie her shoes for her on occasion. She could not even lean over to get a drink of water from a fountain. It really started to worry me about our future plans as husband and wife. So, having the faith of a child, I triumphantly walked up to some leaders and told them of Emily’s plight. Surely, if God were healing people this night, he would heal Emily as well.
The elders came and prayed over Emily while I watched a couple feet away. I begged God to heal her since our marriage would certainly not work if she remained handicapped. We had heavenly work to do and we could not do it if she could not move. This would be the perfect time for God to show us his power so that we could go out and share it with others. As they prayed, no whooshes of wind blew, no magical floating flames appeared, and no trumpets sounded, but Emily seemed miraculously healed as she leaned forward and touched her toes entirely pain-free. The very power of God demonstrated itself plainly right before my face. I saw it as absolute proof that his power still existed and that indeed all things were possible. I also saw it as God’s blessing toward our marriage and his anointing us as missionaries together. God clearly lived and clearly still performed miracles at our behest. What more could we possibly need to know?
Of course, I could not see or feel anything myself to know any of this for sure; Emily simply stated that she felt better and refrained from crying out when she touched her toes. The elders warned her that Satan would try to deceive her into thinking that she still felt pain from the injury but that she should ignore it and proclaim her healing over such false sensations. As anticipated, the pain did keep coming back, but her persistence in faith eventually saw it gone for good. Or, in other words, she healed naturally over time with a brief placebo of feeling better which we attributed to the mighty working of God. But that is certainly not how we felt at the time. In truth, her back continued to experience pain but she entertained the lie that it must be better because God healed it. 
Emily later told me that she felt embarrassed to share that her back hurt since it would be demonstrating her lack of faith to remain healed. It would be seen as a weakness and pronouncing the win of Satan over her life. The truth of her pain became an unspeakable lie and the lie of healing continued as truth. I would later realize this as one of the ways that heavenly labels were switched within Christianity. Lies are often taken as truth and facts are proclaimed as lies in the same way that heaven now bears the label of hell and hell now bears the label of heaven. Her hesitance to share her pain continued the effect in my mind that she had been miraculously healed. I had zero indication otherwise and my excitement in sharing the healing story with others sealed her lips all the more. She could not make me out to be a fool, demonstrate her own lack of faith, and so disgrace the power of God with a corrective utterance.
             After that night, I realized that the world needed much more of this power from on high. They needed healing, they needed insight, and they needed guidance into the truth. With the power of God at my back, I did not need any power or skill of my own. I could go out and preach like they did in Jesus’ day taking nothing with me, healing the sick, and pronouncing the coming of the Kingdom of God. We would start a revolution with our faith and change the world. We would usher in the coming of Christ in power and teach the world to love again. We were destined to be the mighty messengers of God and the bane of the devil and we were heading out soon!
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   Faith of a Child

    

   [image: ]mily and I visited the Forerunner School of Ministry prior to submitting our applications for acceptance in order to be surer that God wanted us there specifically. We had prophecy spoken over us at the International House of Prayer in hopes to confirm that our own hearts were in the right place and that we were not merely crazy. Of course, seeing as they possessed the same disposition regarding God’s power as we had, it made as much sense as entering an insane asylum and asking the residents to provide us with a clean bill of mental health. The majority of people believed we were crazy, but of course the majority had to be wrong so we merely needed to find the few who trusted God enough to say we were not crazy. Our faith ultimately had a built-in confirmation bias.

                As we walked into the prophecy room, we saw four people sitting against a wall with a single tape recorder. We sat down across from them as they explained how they would each take turns prophesying over us and recording it onto the cassette tape which we could then take home with us. They each spoke with an over-emphasized soft voice as if connecting to some spiritual realm of soft and cuddly pixie kittens. They assured us that God was pleased with our faith and that we were very strong. One person said that God calls me a friend in the most meaningful way one could call another person a friend. Another related me to Gideon, a mighty warrior loved by God. And yet another told Emily that she could see in her future where she would be holding dead babies in her arms but being consoled knowing that God held their spirits. It all seemed on the up and up since we both knew that we had a strong faith, that God loved us especially, and that we might very well end up as missionaries holding dead babies. Undoubtedly, God spoke through these prophets.

                We also attended a healing seminar which professed to teach the healing powers of God. One might think that if God were doing the healing then no instruction would be necessary, but for some reason that fact is seemingly lost on people like me who are intent on seeking the power of God and yet continually failing to find it. In the class, the instructors reminded us that we needed faith. God can only move as our faith allows. If we have small faith, we can start with small healings and with big faith we can see big healings. In short, any failures to heal could easily be perceived as our own lack of faith, and the more bias we held, the more we could attribute coincidences and placebos to the power of God. God can do no wrong or else we could do no right.

   I looked forward to this seminar with great anticipation hoping for my own miraculous healing of a condition of pilonidal cysts. This is not a particular condition one wishes to share with others, however, as it has to do with a trail of cysts lining one’s butt crack. The speaker had us gather into groups of five, ask around for specifics that we could pray about, and then start praying. One man indicated he had arthritis so we prayed for him first. Over and over we repeated our prayers hoping to see some miracle. We were told not to give up but to trust God. After a while, he gave in and said that he thinks it feels a little better than normal. Perhaps God began a healing process. So we had a potential slight miracle in our midst and perhaps this could increase our faith for the next miracle. 

   We then prayed over my own condition without providing details. I tried my hardest to feel something to indicate a healing. I very carefully attuned myself to the area hoping to feel heat or tingling as often accompanies these supposed healings. Nothing ever came, but I had hope anyway. I did not wish for my lack of feeling anything to reduce my faith that it might have occurred although I also wondered if my checking at all meant that I doubted and thus had too little faith. After a time, I decided to go check it out in the restroom. As one might expect, it had zero impact, and no one else in the room had anything more miraculous than random placebos of maybe sort of kind of feeling the tiniest bit better about an ailment that did not really go away.

                Despite our ineptitude at harnessing the healing powers of God, everything else screamed in support of us being on the right path and that God wanted us to attend this school. We simply needed more practice in healing and where else were we going to get it but at the place proclaiming to heal people? The evidence seemed clear so long as we did not count any indicating otherwise—pitfalls and contrary evidence were mere tests of our faith. 

   During a tour of the school, we met a man from Germany who could not personally attend the school for some reason or another. Since he loved God and the school, he wanted to take part in God’s work by paying for someone else to attend. After explaining this, he offered to pay the tuition for Emily and indeed he actually did pay up. It could not get any clearer than that except maybe by paying for both of our tuitions or if a voice from heaven spoke to us directly. We had made our decision—we were to marry and attend the Forerunner School of Ministry.

                I then met Emily’s father for the first time—a Master Gunnery Sergeant in the Marine Corp. I asked him for his blessing to take his daughter’s hand in marriage. He did not give it, of course, which caused for a lot of heartache and confusion. I figured God would make it work out but he never did. Perhaps God no longer acted in the business of physically changing a person’s mind like he did with hardening the Pharaoh’s heart. Maybe he wanted to test my faith and see whether or not I would let a mere man scare me away from God’s true path. Or maybe he wanted to test my resolve to do the right thing by honoring Emily’s father while expecting that God will pull through and change his heart anyway due to my humble resolve. I opted for the first interpretation, of course, and I would not be so easily persuaded to disobey God even by a Marine Corp sergeant. I pushed forward with the plans despite his disapproval and I miraculously kept my head intact. In all truth, he is a very kind and caring man whom I now have a lot of respect for. I was never in any danger, but I did not know that at the time.

                So Emily and I were married that summer. We parted for a couple months prior to our wedding while I prepared a place in Grandview, Missouri for us and she worked to save money back home. We were awaiting our marriage day before living together in marital bliss in the power of the Holy Spirit. My experiences as I awaited our marriage continued to confirm that God saw my faith as beautiful. As foolish as it all may have been from a logical and worldly standpoint, I felt as if God supported me every step of the way.

                I started off to Missouri by taking a Greyhound bus with $200 in my pocket and a bag of clothes. I did not really need anything else since I knew that God would provide everything necessary and I did not require any personal mementos which were a waste of time, space, and resources. I dreamed of all the stories I would tell people when God proved himself true to help us. The doubters would be shocked and awed at God’s provision, power, and support. Upon arrival, a man by the nickname of Brother Fred allowed me to stay in his apartment while I looked for a job and some other place to stay. The experience proved interesting as I lived off his day-old bread and other produce that he received as donations to him. He had no job himself since he, too, was living off faith. I did not yet have such a backing of enablers so I took to finding a job starting at McDonald’s. Since I had previously managed a McDonald’s, I expected I would be a shoe-in for the job.

                I had a few difficulties in the process, however. The application required that I actually lived somewhere and the apartments required that I had a job. I could not get one without the other—a bit of a Catch-22 if you will. Lucky for me, the International House of Prayer had its own apartment complex and they had enough faith to trust that I could land the job at McDonald’s if only I had a residence to call home. So they tentatively accepted my application and provided an address that I could then use to apply at McDonald’s. 

   Things were indeed working out. I had to press the matter that I needed a room immediately, however, since Brother Fred had other guests lined up, and thus I convinced the manager to give me a room prior to cleaning it out. As faith would have it, this turned out to be quite the blessing in disguise. In the apartment, remained two couches from the previous renters. Two free couches that I would otherwise have not received if they cleaned it first! I had little doubt that God planned this all along and it continued to confirm that God wanted me there.

                On my first day of the job, I met another manager, Lucy, who had apparently been praying for someone more competent and capable than those currently in the restaurant. She exclaimed that God had led me there in answer to her prayers. I reasoned that I could not possibly be her answer to prayer if God did not want me there. I could hardly contain my excitement for the many ways God moved in my faith-filled journey. On top of this confirmation, the boss provided me with an advance in my pay so that I could buy a bike. He called it a bonus, but I later realized it was not when I got my first paycheck. Still, I merely needed to walk the six and a half miles to Walmart to get my bike and things were looking good. 

   Bikes were a bit more expensive than I had remembered and what I had been given as an advance only amounted to half that of a bike. One bike in particular, however, had been marked significantly lower. God provided just enough funds to buy this one bike in particular which he had apparently picked out just for me. I praised God as I rode the bike home excited that I would no longer need to walk the two miles to work. About half-way home, still delighting in my good fortune, one of the pedals snapped off the bike and rendered it entirely useless. I sullenly pushed the bike three miles back to Walmart in order to return it. 

   For whatever reason, it did not occur to me to simply save up and buy a new pedal for it which would have been a far simpler solution even if I had to wait a bit. I refrained from being too upset about this turn of events, however, for I saw this as a simple test and I certainly did not want to fail any test from God. My situation reminded me of Jonah’s when God provided him a shade tree and then took it away. Jonah became furious, but I resolved not to fail like he did.

   I brought the bike up to the customer service desk and to my surprise they were hesitant to allow me to return the bike because it had an orange spray-painting mark indicating an as-is no return policy—something they declined to tell me at purchase time. A few words with a manager cleared things up, but unfortunately I could not afford any other bike so I had to walk the six and a half miles back home bike-less. At least I obtained some good exercise.

                Fortunately for me, upon explaining my poor luck to my colleagues at McDonald’s, someone went out of his way to give me a bike. He informed me that it was blue and he placed it behind the giant metal dumpster outside. God had pulled through despite my misfortune! I just knew that God would provide if I kept a good attitude and remained faithful! I could hardly wait for work to end to see what I had been blessed with. I expected it to be less than perfect, of course, but as I walked into the dumpster corral, I found a shiny, blue bike sitting right beside the dumpster. It appeared fairly brand-new. I rode it home entirely enthused at God’s provision. I slept soundly and joyously while pondering God’s goodness.

   The next day, I confronted a very disheartened coworker. Upon asking why she appeared so sullen, she explained that her brand new bike had just been stolen from within the dumpster corral. I immediately realized what must have happened. Sheepishly, I informed her that it may have been my fault as I described the bike I took. It turned out that there were two bikes in the corral: one behind the dumpster and one beside the dumpster which I saw first and took. Her mood brightened up quickly while mine began to fade on account of being an accidental thief and knowing that I likely would not be receiving such a nice bike after all. Indeed, I found my replacement to be quite a bit less impressive than the one I had stolen. Still, I laughed it off and took joy in the mediocrity of what I had been provided with for free. At least I still had a bike and God even provided it himself. I did not need anything fancy, and I figured that God had it out to test me yet again. He does like to test.

                It is worth noting that I had originally insisted that God gave me the advance as a gift to buy a bike which only led to disaster. The gift remained a gift in my mind yet the hardship remained nothing but another means of God to work his miraculous powers or to test me. This is confirmation bias at its best. Every good thing is attributed to God and every bad thing is, of course, not his fault but a test of our faith or a means for God to show even more powerfully. Such things are obviously incapable of being evidence for anything seeing as they are pre-sorted to begin with. Good is God and bad is not. Thus, God is unmistakably good. One could easily say just the opposite that every bad thing is an act of an evil God and every good thing is luck or God simply setting someone up to fail even harder. They are truly evidence for nothing. I had yet to learn this concept of coincidence and bias, however, and I continued on my way seeing every blessing as a gift from God.

    

   *  *  *

    

   I spent a lot of my time at the 24-hour prayer-house where they were almost always performing some kind of music on stage and people were always praising and praying. One day, before heading out to the prayer house, I had written out a list of things I wished God would help me with. I needed pots, pans, plates, bowls, cups, and even toilet paper. I had brought nothing but the clothes in my bag and I had to spend my $200 on a rent deposit combined with money I borrowed from my soon-to-be father-in-law. I had no paycheck yet and nothing left to speak of. I needed help and I went looking for it at the prayer house.

                I sat in the large room soaking in the praise music as it resounded everywhere. They often played “prophetic” music which equated to making up repetitive lyrics as they came to mind. The prophetic music had its own unique sound which was somewhat hypnotic and relaxing. People were spread out all over as they prayed, read, or danced. I prayed over my list and asked God for help and then began reading the Bible and enjoying the peaceful atmosphere. A few minutes later, I heard a familiar voice calling out my name beside me.

   I looked up and saw Lucy standing there with a big smile as she began to explain how God had prompted her to get up and leave. She had no idea why she felt so led by God until the moment she spotted me. Immediately, she knew that God had impressed departure upon her that she might find me sitting in the back to help provide for me. Lucy and I both chuckled with delight at the orchestration of God who led her to me just after contemplating whether or not I needed anything and just after I had written it all down. She took me to her house and loaded me up with everything I needed. I even received a set of transparent glass dishes which were the very kind Emily and I had both wanted at the time. I just knew Emily would be excited to hear of this amazing news. Once again, God had provided and even catered to our preferences.

                I called Emily on a payphone at IHOP and I explained all the good news. As I spoke, a young girl interrupted briefly who wished to tell me that God was very pleased with me and my faith. I reasoned this to be quite the remarkable event seeing as I wore a dark hoody and it was the middle of the night. One does not simply go up to strangers at night to say such things—especially not young girls to hooded men in the middle of a phone conversation. I was, of course, at IHOP which meant I could likely be trusted to be a fellow crazy Christian. Still, I took it as yet more confirmation of God’s delight. 

   With as much as the stranger’s words meant to me, I thought I would pay it forward and I told a random girl I walked past that her eyes looked like she had a gift of prophecy. It sounds like a pretty bad pickup line now that I think about it, but “prophet” simply popped into my head when I saw her. She giggled with delight with her friends. There is no telling what that one sentence might have done to her future—believing oneself to be prophetic can be fairly dangerous as I now know.

                God continued to fill my cup every day and I knew that I had made the right choice to quit college. God encouraged me every step of the way, I had a great fast-food job, I was comfortable in my one-bedroom leaky apartment with a 25-square-foot kitchen, and I had everything I needed including very well-used dishes, reject filthy couches, and my first roll of toilet paper. I even got a stained mattress from someone but I refused to sleep on it until I could share the moment with my brand new wife. I could not wait to see how excited she would be that God had provided so well for me.

                Looking back, I can see why Emily did not seem very skippy regarding God’s provisions when I finally brought her home. When one starts with nothing, such things are amazing no matter the quality. Surely I lived more luxuriously than tribesmen in Africa. To me, it did not matter. To her, she was rather appalled that I would live only one step better-off than a homeless man. But hey, Jesus had nowhere to lay his head and surely we had that beat. I walked the proper path of faith and worldly items meant nothing to me. Her eventual lack of approval dismayed me deeply, but I pressed on despite it.

                Before our wedding and before we reunited back in Michigan, we decided to do a water fast. Not just for one day, but for the two weeks leading up to our marriage. It would be our ultimate show of good faith that we were marrying for the right reasons and to receive God’s blessing over it. After a few days, I found work to be quite difficult in such a fast-paced environment when every little turn of my head caused vertigo, but I did what had to be done and I followed through with what every man of God just about to be married would do: I quit. If I were to be faithful and prove my trust in God, I could not simply stop fasting due to hardship. It would be far more faithful to give up the income than my fast since all things are possible with God. Financial instability is only temporary while marriage is forever, and this fast would seal God’s blessing upon it. 

   I did not actually quit merely because I struggled to keep up. I discovered that some ethical boundaries were being crossed at McDonald’s that I could not condone. The boss had repeatedly altered the hours that his employees had worked in order to skim dollars and cents off their paychecks on a daily basis. I discovered this since I could view my own hours and I noticed the discrepancy. I certainly could not stand for that and it provided the perfect rationalization for me to trust God for even more provision. I simply quit the job that I once believed God had blessed me with and that I had been prayed into.

                As a recurring theme, no one shared in my happiness regarding my faith and standing up for what is right, but I knew I would get by and in fact I did. I stood strong for my principles and I would not let fear of the unknown rule me. I had the faith of a child and no one would take that from me.

   I took a Greyhound bus and reunited with my fiancé back at her dad’s house a few days prior to the wedding. We were both so much skinnier than when we had parted. As the day approached, we helped prepare her dad’s house where the wedding would take place. As we tried painting overhead, we found that we quickly began to get light-headed and nearly passing out. We decided then to break our fast prior to the wedding so that we could be kind and help with the preparations. We could not in good conscious require everyone else to prepare for our wedding while we sat around doing nothing. Surely ten days of fasting demonstrated our love for God well enough and surely our willingness to break an achievement for the sake of others demonstrated love for them as well.

                While we awaited the big day, we spent a significant amount of our time praying over Jessica, a young girl deformed at birth. Confined to a wheelchair, Jessica could hardly move anything beyond her shoulders and her head. Her recreation consisted of typing emails on a computer with a pencil in her mouth to tap each key one at a time by bobbing her head. I heard that her grandparents were abusive, but they were the ones that took care of her including bathing her. She also lived with her mentally disabled brother who appeared to be possessed by a demon from my perspective. Emily and I prayed fervently for Jessica to be healed, but we stayed away from the demon at the time. 

   As we sat in church with Jessica one day, I cried over the unfairness of her condition while begging God for healing. I grieved and sobbed internally while tears began streaming down my face. Surely God should care enough about her to heal her. I felt so terrible for her condition and her inability to enjoy life. We often see books and stories about disabled people keeping a good outlook on life despite their ailment, but that certainly does not apply to everyone. Jessica had no such positive outlook and she suffered in many ways. She just had to be healed. At multiple times prior to the wedding day, one of us would feel that perhaps this very moment would be the moment she would be healed and we would pray yet again. Again and again we prayed with no greater results than the first time.

                We thought that perhaps Jessica just needed to get up and start walking in order to prove her own faith. After all, Jesus had enough faith himself but often could do nothing if the faith of others lacked. Perhaps Jessica did not have enough faith even if we did. We lifted her out of her wheelchair and placed her bowed and crippled feet on the floor while she struggled with the weight of her body on our hands. We dragged her around expecting her to put her feet down flat and just start walking at any moment. She did not. We tried after the wedding as if our union might give us the necessary power and finalize the faith that we had committed to. Still nothing. 

   We absolutely could not understand why God would not heal Jessica. Healing had been done by so many people before us and we had all this faith such that we even experienced healing ourselves in Emily. So why not Jessica who needed it so much more? We reasoned that it must not be the right time or that God must have some other good reason for her condition unbeknownst to us. The circumstances were quite heartbreaking, but our faith could not be so easily destroyed. We still had a few more upsets and confusing situations mingled with random successes before such lack of spiritual consistency began to affect us more strongly.

  

 
   [image: ]

    

   A Twisted Path

    

   [image: ]fter we married, Emily and I headed for the Forerunner School of Ministry where we hoped to be sent out as missionaries as soon as we graduated at the top of our class. We were ready for some big things to happen. Marriage, however, turned out to be quite difficult at first. The Bible stated plainly that men are the head of the household and that women should follow the direction of their man, care for him, and respect him. This did not, of course, enable the man to mistreat her. The man is held even more accountable for his actions and he is to love and care for his wife as much as Christ loved the church. So long as he did that, she ought to be all the more desirous to fall in line and follow. This did not seem to be happening very well, however.

                On numerous occasions, Emily and I would argue about something. The natural solution is that the tie goes to the husband as the leader. She had the right to add her own insight, but not the right to blatant defiance and disrespect—much like a work relationship with one’s boss. When she did not follow this God-given directive, it threw a wrench in the entire philosophy of marriage. She needed to do her part and it made me exceedingly frustrated that she refused. We could not possibly go and be missionaries in the power of God if she would not follow my lead and obey the Bible. 

   She confessed that she did not want to lose herself by succumbing to me. I explained how this is the very thing that Christianity demanded of both of us. I lost all of my own self in order to serve God and others. I gave up my love of video games and computer science in order to seek God and serve. It is no different than her situation. I followed God and she should follow me following God. In essence, we would both follow God in a single line. We both give up our lives. She should want to be the best wife and Christian she could possibly be and thus give in to my whims as I, too, served God the best I could. To want anything else was selfish and disobedient. Sean no longer existed—only a servant of Christ remained—and Emily should disappear as well.

                Most Christians understand the concept of the man leading, but they certainly do not get far in the dying-to-self arena. Humanists certainly cannot subscribe to such a sexist disposition of forced gender roles, but with the understanding that the man truly gives up his life—and for a real God who truly commanded it—it did not appear all that bad to me. Since men are not dying to self, however, this becomes not but a patriarchal culture of domination. 

   Most Christians go to church, listen to their pastor, and are entirely unchanged in their way of life which makes a submitting wife a rather terrible thing to expect. Since most Christians live as if God is dead apart from their empty words and prayers and instead carry on with normal everyday heathen lives, I found it quite unsurprising that even Christian marriages failed. Women were forced to serve selfish men and that cannot last long. The Christian structure would not fail if followed appropriately, and yet I found even we could not do so.

   I intended for our union to lead the very restoration of God’s true word in holy power, and yet my partner refused to follow God’s command. It is a simple enough matter to deny one’s self for the sake of God and humanity yet she now revealed that she did not desire this any longer. What on earth could possess her to desire her false belief that tattoos were sinful, for example, than to simply agree that they were not and thus continue on the path of receiving the awesome power of God? I could not possibly understand her lack of commitment to me and to God and it tore me to pieces.

                Despite our occasional feuds, we carried on the best we could and I continued to hope and pray that she would become what God and I both needed as we studied all the more. Yet as we attended our classes, we found they were a bit boring and not very applicable to us. They were geared toward new believers and they focused way more on dogma and theology than on the message of the kingdom of God and of power in the Holy Spirit. In short, the school wasted our time and took our money for it. 

   Not wanting to waste our time recapitulating all that we already knew, we dropped out fairly early and returned the money to the guy who had given it to us. We were not going to rehashing everything we already knew as if we were not the extremely studied Christians that we already were. Many of our classmates had not even read the New Testament in full and had no idea of such things as the animal sacrifices being a shadow of the ultimate sacrifice that Jesus came to perform. We needed people to recognize our passion and knowledge and going through this school certainly did not fulfill that need.

                Without a job and without school, I had the free time to study all the more. I put away all entertainment as vain and useless in the pursuit of God. If I had a minute to spend on a video game, I surely had a minute to pray, to study, or to help someone in need—especially those who needed the grace of God and greater understanding of his desires. Without entertainment I also had the time to send my dear heathen brother a postcard every single day with verses that I believed might help him to recognize that belief in God would not suffice for an eternity in heaven. This converted me, of course, and I certainly did not want my very own brother to be one of the many who missed the boat and found themselves in hell. I selected each verse to indicate that faith alone did not suffice and usually with eternal suffering as a consequence. My brother later informed me that he simply threw them away without even reading them after the first one I sent.

                We wrote similar verses to the ones I sent my brother on cardstock sheets and taped them all over our walls as decoration. Anyone coming to our house would be invited to the most overlooked verses in the Bible which indicated true faith and radicalism. We wanted to be beacons of truth for everyone to see and ponder.

                As a Christian, I was entirely blind to how these verses came across to others. I viewed the Bible as an authority and thus I figured that sending a verse to someone would somehow cause such a person to understand or to fear. As it turns out, this hardly works even with other Christians—let alone with those who do not view the Bible as an authority. This seems obvious now, but as a Christian I believed so whole-heartedly that the Bible came from God and spoke as authority, that I thought everyone could recognize it and be touched as God opened their hearts to receiving it. 

   I later came to recognize this fallacy to be very similar to what some Muslims believe. I encountered a Muslim online who merely quoted the Qur’an in conversation rather than speaking any words of his own. When confronting him of with the futility of such efforts, he quoted the text which said he ought to do just that. The verse indicated that the Qur’an spoke words far greater than any man and thus one ought to speak less and quote more. As a Christian, this spoke nothing to me except for indicating the closed-mindedness and silly futility of the person quoting it. The same goes for Christians quoting the Bible. It is as effective to an atheist as it is to quote Mein Kampf as authority.

                As an atheist I can now see much more clearly just how disgusting the verses were that I shared with my brother. Most were threats of some sort indicating that we must do as God says or burn in hell for eternity. This is a lot like saying that God loves you, but he will torment you if you do not fall in line. It is demonstrating “love” via hateful messages—as if that makes any sense at all. It further expressed that I thought he was evil and terrible which is not a particularly kind thing to say to someone living a rather decent life overall. Of course, any person not following the will of God most obviously embodied evil and thus the kindness of the statements mattered very little to me.

                The Westboro Baptist Church of Topeka is extremely good at appearing disgusting and hateful with their pickets of “God hates fags” and “Thank God for September 11.” Lauren Drain wrote the book Banished: Surviving My Years in the Westboro Baptist Church which goes into extremely great detail regarding how the message of the Bible can be turned into one of hate, arrogance, and pride. Luckily, the average Christian does not go down this path, but the love-hate relationship with God still grips a substantial portion of Christendom in a significant way.

                In his book Deconverted: A Journey from Religion to Reason, Seth Andrews equates this love of a hateful God to Stockholm syndrome—a condition where prisoners of war begin relating to and even cherishing their captors and their goals. It is also similar to a wife who thinks her husband beats her because he loves her, that she deserves it, and that he only does it to help her. Christians love and cherish their God as if he is good despite the Bible depicting him as equally bloodthirsty and tyrannical.

                As a Christian, I overlooked the anger and foolishness of God because we could not possibly know all the details of the events or what it is like to be God Almighty. Plus, I felt God made it so easy to recognize his existence by the complexity and amazingness of life around us and he made it so easy to accept his gift. He did not ask us to do anything impossible but merely to accept him, a loving God, and choose to live for love. If someone is unwilling to accept the almighty and loving God, then they were bred of a particularly evil branch of humanity. So terrible, in fact, that they deserved eternal torment. Who would not wish to follow an all-powerful being that is entirely made of love? Such a person could only be described as wicked. 

   This did begin to develop an amount of cognitive dissonance later, however, as I realized my own sense of love and separating it from the hate I saw around me. I had learned to distinguish between hating the sin rather than the sinner, yet for some reason it did not yet click that love would not eternally torment someone no matter their sin. I later recanted my belief in hell all together as I began to see the Kingdom of God as a more immediate kingdom and less of an afterlife which I will get into more soon enough.

                It made sense to warn people of the dangers ahead, but as an atheist I can now see it as more of a threat than a warning. An atheist does not take such threats and warnings seriously, of course, since it is akin to proclaiming that Barney the purple dinosaur is going to eat them in their sleep. Perhaps it is even less powerful since Barney is at least a real man in a dinosaur costume who could possibly do some damage if he so desired. 

   Atheists have absolutely no reason to believe such eternal torment will come to pass and thus the threats fall on deaf ears. As a Christian, however, I actually believed that atheists rejected God rather than truly not believing in him. Thus, I felt that a continual warning would wear on them as they contemplated their own rejection of the real and living God and eventually they might fear enough to listen. As an atheist, I see this as entirely ridiculous since I truly do not believe with any ounce of my mind that there is a God. Threats from God work as well as threatening Christians with the Flying Spaghetti Monster. It simply has no power and is detestably ridiculous.

                A Christian often expects to be rejected when they provide their warnings of future destruction, but they also keep hope that the prophecies they pronounce will lead some to Christ as they see some fulfilled. These prophecies are of terrible evils leading to the destruction of mankind including earthquakes, famine, and drought. The world is supposed to devolve into a mass of selfish brutes killing one another and raping each other in drunken orgies and selling each other’s organs on the black market to buy drugs. Thus, pointing out the evil and focusing on every ounce of negativity, they hope to be helpful in convincing an atheist that the end is near and that they ought to confess and be saved.

                The Christian mindset is so different from an atheist’s that it is extremely hard for them to understand each other. I remember thinking that atheists were completely blind as to not see all the wars and detriment of our society as purposeful punishing and plaguing ordained by God due to our lack of obedience. They were too lost in their sin to even give it a consideration. They desired and lusted after things of this earth far too much to have concern for one another which could transcend into obedience to God. The increase in Muslim populations plainly indicated the rise of Satan’s army in his false religion bent on the destruction of Christians. Every day I saw more attacks from Muslim extremists and even more mosques being built in our very own US of A. The epic battle between God and Satan had obviously begun mounting up.

                As an atheist, I now see this belief as preposterous and I instead see the Christians as being blind in their upbringing and taking on the religion of their culture, ignoring the fact that correlations are not causations, and succumbing to confirmation bias. Atheists certainly are not immoral by definition as I once believed and I might even swing the pendulum farther back the other direction: atheists often tend to be far more moral than Christians. One can always find bad apples in both groups, of course, but while there are a couple things that atheists may see as moral that Christians believe are absolute debauchery, for the most part atheists can be quite moral according even to Christian standards and they often demonstrate such morals better than those proclaiming to be Christians. 

   The priests of the Catholic Church, many pastors of protestant churches, and other leaders of Christian organizations like the Boy Scouts of America have been caught in numerous accounts of pedophilia. It is easy enough to say that they are not true Christians, which is easy enough to make synonymous with an atheist, but the problem is that many people thought they were Christian. They were indistinguishable from Christians, and those being led by them were convinced that God guided them into all his holy ways. And still, Christians do sin. Only a very small percentage of Christians would dare say otherwise. So it is quite possible that even these pedophiles truly believe in Jesus even if they commit sins that we might consider more atrocious.

                There are also many Christians taking advantage of the poor and sick by encouraging them to give tithes as a demonstration of their faith in order to obtain healing or financial freedom. Such pastors run their churches as pure money-making businesses. One might even say that these Christian leaders “devour widows houses” in the same way as the Pharisees whom Jesus condemned in Mark 12:40. The amount of evil and trickery within the Christian populace is abominable and it could only happen within such religious and superstitious confines. The superstitious minds of the religious are thus preyed upon and Christianity offers no help in distinguishing between charlatans, pedophiles, murderers, and lovers of humanity. Professing belief in the Bible or in Jesus does not indicate moral superiority and it is often used for just the opposite. Thus, professed Christians are often far more evil than professed atheists. 

   Many people may be atheist and not pronounce their positions, but a professed atheist is generally one who has given it consideration and decided it is important from a moral standpoint to so identify. People who take the time to make such considerations are often people who recognize the ills of religion along with the futility of immoral behavior and thus act in rather moral ways. So by profession alone, Christians often do worse atrocities than atheists from my perspective. I do not have actual data on this, of course, so one might take that belief with a few piles of salt.

                Along with my false views of atheists, my understanding of God and the devil opened the door to many other false beliefs. I believed in demons and witchcraft as if such things were real and thus I took it quite seriously when something as mundane as a cartoon uplifted vampires, voodoo, or magic. An atheist may have seen such things as pure fantasy with absolutely no demonic nature that could harm anyone, but a Christian often sees such things as dangerous. 

   An atheist then finds the antics of Christians in protest of He-Man’s arch nemesis Skeletor as being extremely over the top, but for many Christians there is indeed a demonic battle to be won. Satan is wisely and deceptively trying to bring demons into every aspect of our lives so that we slowly numb to their influence. He would corrupt everything about us and attempt to make us okay with eastern religions and ideas like Yoga and to drive us away from the mighty love of God. Demons and witchcraft were not to be taken lightly. Atheists, of course, simply see Christians complaining about hunks of plastic and body positions while fearing the unknown cultures of other people.

                One night, Emily and I awoke at around two o’clock with a strange feeling of a demonic presence in our room. We felt an overwhelming dread of something but did not know why. It started with my own strange feeling and my fear soon transferred to Emily as she freaked out that I was freaking out and we both then felt this foreboding presence. I turned the lights on to look around and only felt slightly better once I could see. I worried that a demon had joined us in our apartment and now waited for the perfect moment to do something terrible. 

   I went and got some oil, anointed it with a prayer, and began to draw crosses with it on the walls within the apartment. I had read a few books about casting out demons and this is how they would eradicate them. I had learned that they inhabit inanimate objects and they often resided in seemingly innocuous things like dressers if they were obtained from someone who dabbled in demonic or evil things and allowed such demons into their homes. Other times they would exist in more obviously evil things like statues of Buddha or pornographic material and such things must be removed immediately since they cannot merely be cast out; they act as gateways for demons to come. If left unhindered, the demons could cause great harm or lead us into debauchery and away from Christ.

                We felt a little safer after the anointing of oil, but we still slept with the light on for the rest of the night. While we trusted God to keep us protected, the thought that demons might be lurking about made for extreme unease—especially since we had not yet encountered and defeated any demons to know exactly what to expect. We had little idea what all a demon could or could not do to us and whether or not we were faithful enough to rid ourselves of it without it beating us senseless. After all, we were still not faithful enough to heal people so perhaps we should not trust in our powers over demons just yet. In Acts 19:16 there were reports of demons laughing at the Jews who tried using Jesus’ name to cast them out. The demons gave them such a bad beating that they ran out of the house naked. We did not wish to suffer a similar fate.

                IHOP spoke a great deal about demons, and their bookstore had many books about such encounters. I loved reading about the experiences people had with demons since they often gave concrete examples of true events as far as I knew. It helped to strengthen my faith and to give me an idea of how to handle such situations. I could hardly wait to have such amazing encounters myself, but I knew I ought to be careful with what I wished for.

                A book entitled 23 Minutes in Hell by Bill Weise showed me what wishes could come true. As the title suggests, Bill purportedly spent 23 minutes in hell. He explained the tortures, the torments, the pain and depression all enveloped in the screams and wails of the inhabitants. He described chasms of fire and the shear agony of the place being trapped in a cage and seeing people whipped. God, of course, had shown him this in hopes for him to share with the world what would await any unbelievers, and apparently to make a quick buck in book and CD sales. It motivated me all the more to be outgoing and persistent in sharing my faith. Having so much revealed about hell, it certainly did not sound like a place I would want anyone to suffer in. I just had to share my faith and prevent as many people as possible from ending up there.

                Revelations such as described in 23 Minutes in Hell and many other books describing heaven rather than hell often left me feeling rather disappointed. I did not understand why certain people would get such inside knowledge from God while others would not. Why tell Bill rather than everyone in the world directly. Or, at the very least, why not show me? With as much as I loved and sought after God, why did I not receive any special revelations? I kept strong in belief that my time would soon come so long as I did not become bitter or complain, so I kept trying my best and hoping that one day God would reach out to me in such a personal way—preferably with an image of heaven rather than of hell, of course, but I would have taken anything.

                Looking back now, it seems clear to me that only so many people receive such revelation because only so many people are so easily deceived by their dreams. It could also be that only so many people are willing to make money by concocting an unverifiable story that much of our population would be willing to pay money to hear. The latter is more probable in my opinion. Bill could very well have fabricated the entire story. Either way, it puts forward a great argument for the kind of harm that Christianity can cause by either lying for gain or inducing a man to have such nightmares. It scares not only children, but grown men as well. 

   Having faith in the Bible and a strong belief in a devil truly makes for a scarier world than recognizing the non-existence of supernatural phenomena. I no longer worry about demons, devils, and magic so I rest far easier now at night. When I believed in them, I had much more to fear and it certainly motivated me to save the world—and by save, I mean convert to my faith.

    

   *  *  *

    

   In order to save the world, we thought perhaps we ought to reach out to youth and start them off on the right path before college. If we got to them early enough, they would have less foul influence and be all the more willing to be radical lovers of God. So we decided to start a ministry to prepare high school students for the real world in real faith. We believed that too many people got into college and yet were still babies in Christ when instead they should be leading great movements. We got out a map and started pinning all the nearby high schools that we would grow to influence slowly but surely. We sent out aid requests to all our friends and family in order for God to use people in supporting us. We applied for our own non-profit called “Love is Loud” and drew some sweet logos. I was especially proud of my heart-shaped speakers pointing toward a stick-person holding his hands over his ears because the love was so loud. 

   Once we were ready, we visited different schools to explain our desires but it quickly became apparent that this would not be feasible to do. Not only did we face barriers against pushing religion in public schools, but only one person signed up to support us financially—and for only $20 a month. This turned out to be rather unpromising for paying off some $30,000 in student loans on top of survival costs. So instead, we decided to get jobs, pay off our debt, and send ourselves to the field since no one else was going to do it for us. They all had too little faith to support us and we were running low on funds from the gifts given to us at our marriage. It would be unwise to ignore making money for ourselves any longer.

                I started working at Sam’s Club as an overnight stocker and at Best Buy in the Geek Squad. I went through the video training at Best Buy and spent one day on the floor of the Geek Squad before I quit. I could not, in good conscious, charge computer illiterate people $80 for spending five minutes on their computer by running software that is available free of charge to the public. I would easily have done these things for free and it seemed like such an immense rip-off that I could not follow through with it. I stuck it out with Sam’s Club, however, for a few months.

   Emily had previously started working at Red Lobster as a hostess before I had made the decision to work. At the time, I did not approve of her getting a job since it demonstrated her lack of faith in God to provide for us. Perhaps if she would have had more faith, we would have never needed the jobs we were later forced to take. I had convinced her to quit but apparently not soon enough. The damage had been done and God did not come through for us. When I decided that we both ought to work, she started up at IHOP, the pancake house, as a server.

   Emily found that men often treated her poorly as she worked at IHOP, yet at the same time some men provided blessings of greater than usual tips. One man gifted her with $100 being careful to express that this money had nothing to do with her work and thus should not be taxed as part of her tips. Every night held the question if it would be a night to remember either for good or for bad.

                While we worked, we of course had a strong desire to tithe since that is what all faithful people do. Proving our faith in this way would ultimately entice God to support us further so we could only benefit by sowing the seeds of our faith. Rather than tithing to a church, however, which often seemed corrupt, we thought it best to tithe in a manner more in tune with the Holy Spirit. We simply gave our 10% wherever we felt led and we would save our tithes until we found a good use for it. We tended to give our money to random people who needed things like tuition, rent, or vehicle repairs. We would pay for the groceries of the person in line at checkout if they were characteristically poor or paying with food stamps. We even gave $500 to Lucy from McDonald’s in order to help her move. We spent a great deal of time working while giving 10% away to God and 20% away to the government and premiums yet hoping to pay off all of our loans in a semi-timely manner. Once paid for, we could give up on money all together and live without it. Until then, we would work and do what we could for the kingdom of God.

                We tried going to different churches in order to engage in our community, but nothing suited us. At one point we even decided to try a Spanish-speaking church. We were interested in practicing our Spanish as well as finding a different religious culture in which to imbibe. I had hoped that I could find that same atmosphere I enjoyed in the protestant church I had attended in Mexico. We searched Google and tried to visit our first Spanish church, but we found ourselves in a hallway full of business offices with certainly no Spanish church services in progress. 

   We asked a lady who walked by about the church we were attempting to find. She had never heard of it, but she told us about her own church, Frontline, in Olathe, Kansas. This, of course, could only have been God’s leading for a few reasons. It was too coincidental that we sought a Spanish church to begin with and then happened to pick one from Google that did not really exist. Then, while there, we just happened to meet someone who just happened to be there walking through at that exact time instead of being at her own church for various reasons. 

   These kinds of backward “what were the chances” coincidences are not very amazing once someone has a little background in probability and chance, but we did not have such a background at the time. The fact is, there were infinite possibilities that could have occurred and looking back after one has been selected is always very improbable.  The chances of everything lining up for me to marry Emily in particular are quite small. I could deal out 52 cards at random and the probability that you would get the exact hand you got is only 1 in 80,000 vigintillion (or 8 with 67 zeros after it). This is only impressive if it were all predicted in advance even if there were some perceived pattern within it.

   Being open to the Spirit, however, we decided to give this lady’s church a try since perhaps God had led us to her. We eventually found a Spanish church later which seemed fun for a visit, but it was nothing like when we attended Frontline for the first time. We were immediately taken in. We felt as if the people were engaged and that God moved in that place. It often took over 45 minutes to get there, but we decided it was worth the trip. The pastor also ensured us that others had had the same feeling of awe when walking through their doors. God truly lived in this place and we decided to make it our home church.

                One day, Emily got a call from Ingersoll-Rand wishing to interview her regarding a position as a bilingual customer service representative. They explained how they had never gone online to look for candidates in this way but they decided to give it a shot this one time and subsequently found her resume on careerbuilder.com. She ecstatically accepted the interview and was given the job shortly thereafter. The position had great pay, great benefits, and it just so happened to be located in Olathe just a few minutes from our new church. God obviously had his hand in all of this so we decided to move to Olathe. This, of course, meant that my nightly trip to Sam’s Club was going to be a bit longer from then on out.

                Perhaps only a month or two after we moved, I decided to quit Sam’s Club. Being an overnight shift, I had difficulty making the drive safely without falling asleep and the horrendous traffic often made the trip unbearable. I eventually found a full-time position with T-Mobile as a customer service representative instead. This all seemed to be a part of God’s plan as well since we both ended up with better jobs nearby to our favorite church. T-Mobile, however, is where I encountered my very first scam artist. 

   Shelly took extreme advantage of my faith and kindness. I had helped her a lot while we were still in training at T-Mobile and she joined me at Frontline a few times which led me to trust her. A big mistake that turned out to be.

                I received a call from Shelly one day and she explained how she needed my help buying a plane ticket over the phone because she needed to purchase it as soon as possible and had no method of paying over the phone. She promised that she had the cash in her bank account and that she would pay me back immediately when I saw her later at work. Being the faithful man that I was, I could not possibly leave her in need without helping her. I would be missing an opportunity to show my faith and trustworthiness with money! Money I did not really have, of course. 

   Such faithfulness, as I understood, would ultimately lead to my own riches which would put me on a faster track to financial freedom. And so, I used a credit card over the phone and bought her the tickets she so desperately needed for a family crisis of some sort. This support, however, helped her avoid any fears of having to see me ever again and paying me back. We tried to sue to get the money back but we found that we were unable to serve her the papers for lack of having her address. We found her mom in a phone book and we talked with her only to find out that Shelly did this quite often. Her mom, and much of her family, had also been scammed in this way. We never saw the $2000 again except with a negative sign in front of it on our following credit card bills.

   Perhaps I should never have prayed to be as lucky as my aunt and uncle for getting a Nigerian scam. When I consider getting duped by Shelly, however, it is not entirely unlike the many tithes I gave to churches which later proved ungodly. I had been scammed and duped for a very long time. So many gifted dollars were entirely wasted on churches I no longer trust. 

                Emily was understandably displeased with my support for Shelly and being so duped, and I had learned a valuable lesson to never loan money that we could not do without. We brushed it off as we fully understood that some people were terrible, that God would make it right, and that this did not mean we should stop being kind and generous. We would simply give only what we could rather than loan what we could not.

   We later donated a car to someone in need at our church. Her boyfriend had just totaled the one she owned and now she had no transportation to get to work. We warned her not to let her boyfriend drive it as we gave her the keys and title. Unfortunately, she did not heed our advice and she let him drive the car anyway which he then promptly wrecked. This began to make us wonder about the worthiness of helping people. Evidently our aid had little positive effect. Should not God be using our seeds of faith to grow great bounties? Instead, all our help appeared futile and wasted. Still we pressed on and tried to remain generous.

                We attempted to involve ourselves more with Frontline. We were even allowed to teach Sunday school to the kids once. When the pastor’s wife found out what we taught them, however, they decided to strip us of our role rather quickly. It did not fit in their worldview to tell the kids that true faith in God would lead them to behave, to do good, and to love others. Instead, she wanted us to teach them that Jesus died for their sins as the utmost important thing to grasp and to provide a few fun Bible stories like David and Goliath or Zacchaeus in the tree. Kids could not understand, we were told, what it meant to truly believe as we explained it and thus we should entertain them with Bible stories instead. Some parents also had a problem with our taking the kids outside to play for the last few minutes of service. We had merely used the play time as motivation to behave and to listen for the majority of the time we were teaching thus making it far more effective.

                Such strange reactions were actually the second red flag we received from Frontline. We first felt uncomfortable when Pastor Patrick introduced us by saying that God had brought “missionaries” to them after we had told him we were merely hoping to become such. We brushed it off as an accident at first, but the more we listened, the more it became clear that he exaggerated everything as being much more than each thing truly warranted. He often made a big deal of God doing things that never really happened and I began to question his storytelling abilities. 

   It further became apparent that things were going sour when Patrick began recommending that everyone take leans out against their houses in order to donate the cash to the church building. A part of me thought it made sense that people would be that devoted to the kingdom of God, but another part of me thought we should not purposefully go into debt for God’s kingdom. God would likely provide without needing more debt and I had just learned a rather valuable lesson about going into debt on faith. On the other hand, when had God ever provided buildings and homes without debt? God generally does not hand out homes and it is generally financially wiser to take out a mortgage than to rent.

   Despite our growing sourness for the church, we continued to attend for the sake of the people with whom we had started a Bible study group in our apartment. Every week we provided dinner and even had up to fourteen people in our small apartment all at once. We so loved the time as we shared our lives and uplifted each other while discussing how to improve the world. We thought about repurposing Love is Loud to be all about acting love in a practical way within our community rather than focusing on high school students. Many people had ideas of what we could do and we all discussed how involved we really wanted to be.

                Everything seemed great up until the time we started discussing the idea that once you are saved you are always saved. Opinions differed and agreement could not be found. I thought for sure that a group such as ours, reading from the same book and having the same goals in life, would be able to come to a consensus. We did not. I had believed at the time that salvation could not be taken away or lost. The question simply came down to whether or not a person had truly been saved to begin with. I knew from the bottom of my heart that I had seen God work in far too many miraculous ways to ever possibly deny his existence. God moved in my life in such obvious ways because indeed God had saved me. I believed that every saved person would experience this same evidence since God is living and active. Fake Christians, of which I found many, might not see these examples of God’s presence and might very well fall away such that it appears they lost their faith, but they never truly had it to begin with. In John 10, Jesus talked about his sheep knowing his voice and he said that no one can take them out of his hand. Therefore, anyone seemingly snatched away must not have been God’s to begin with.

                Some people disagreed anecdotally, however, since they claimed to have known a Christian who turned atheist and they did not believe that she had never been saved to begin with. I suppose this would now be my story as well. They wanted to believe that she would still join them in heaven and not burn in hell for eternity, but I ultimately proclaimed doom to their friend in fiery torment. We basically said the same thing that if you are saved you stay saved, but I kept adding that one’s life showed evidence whether or not salvation had taken place. This contest of beliefs yielded more excuses not to make it to the study and it rapidly dwindled in numbers. This frustrated and confused me as I felt incompetent to do anything right for God’s kingdom. I could not find anyone willing to accept God’s word above their own biased desires and it sincerely disheartened and confused me.

                Things took an even greater unexpected turn when Emily announced that she was pregnant. I could not imagine that God would so willingly give us a child at such an inopportune time. We were certainly not trying and I simply could not believe it. I even became slightly angry about it. All my hopes and dreams to be a missionary and to travel the world spreading the word of God sat ruined in the belly of my wife. Eventually I came to grips with reality and accepted our fate. I thought perhaps God had something up his sleeve and would make it all work out anyway. Lots of missionaries had kids, after all. I knew it would be difficult with a child but it was a sacrifice I was willing to make. It was not, however, one Emily was willing to make. Protection of the child, to her, came first and foremost and she would not allow him any danger in the 10/40 window or in a disease-infested missions ground.

                This caused great strife between us as one could imagine. I had a hard time coping with the idea that her goals in life would so drastically change just because we were having a child. If God is all-powerful and if we were truly doing his work, I saw nothing to fear at all. We were called to give up even on our families for the Kingdom of God, but this suddenly meant nothing to her. I felt doomed to never become a missionary without leaving my wife and child behind, but I remained steadfast in keeping hope, and I awaited God to work something out. I certainly hoped that God would not require me to leave my family for the sake of the kingdom, but I would indeed do whatever seemed necessary.

                Soon to be parents, we needed financial stability. We still needed to pay off our debts and that would be much more difficult when caring for a child. My job alone would not be sufficient and the costs of daycare would nearly compromise any benefit of Emily having a job as well. I had to come up with a better paying job—and fast. That’s when I thought about joining the Marine Corps. 

   I figured Emily would respect me more if I were in the Marines because she respected her dad so much. The more I followed in his footsteps, the more I hoped she would respect me. I hoped as well that her dad would respect me more knowing how tough I must be to survive the Marines. I also looked forward to having some hard authoritarian rule over me to force me into compliance and toughen me up. I felt wimpy and wishy-washy and out of control since nothing had worked-out properly for me. Perhaps the Marines would help me get grounded and be more confident or more valorous in the eyes of others. It also paid extremely well compared to any job I could presently obtain. As I would drive through town pondering my desire to enlist, I would see billboards promoting the Marines, and I once stopped for a train hauling armored military vehicles. I took these things as signs from God leading me into the Corps and finalized my decision to get it started.

                The recruiter greeted me enthusiastically. I told him that if I signed up I would want to help people to better know and serve God within the Marine Corps. He did not so much as flinch at the idea which surprised me. I had always pictured military personnel as foul-mouthed atheists but it turns out that Christianity and military quite often go hand in hand. I now know that Christians tend to be the most supportive of military efforts over proclaimed atheists which came as quite the shock to me given Jesus’ promotion of turning the other cheek and throwing no stones. 

   The recruiter told me there were many such opportunities for me to serve God and that I could even become a chaplain if I wanted. He introduced me to someone supposedly just like me and he explained how much God used him in the Corps. Everything looked good for joining up. I began to sign my life away and I went to take the ASVAB test. I scored 98 points—one point away from the maximum score. The recruiter exclaimed that he had no idea it even went up that high. The average score fell between 44 and 50 and the minimum for officer training sat at only 74 points. The recruiter told me that with a score like this I could do whichever profession I wanted within the Corps. I did not get to choose, of course, but they would not neglect to give me whatever I found most interesting since I would obviously be such a great fit for anything.

                Perhaps I had great mental acuity, but the physical aspect of the Marine Corps worried me a bit. I had never been an athlete and the most-worked part of my body was probably my fingers from playing games, typing on computers, and flipping pages. I exercised with the other recruits one day and I demonstrated a workable disposition with pull-ups and push-ups, but I struggled severely at running. I could not finish the prescribed mile without stopping to walk and wheezing out of breath. The recruiter assured me that we could work on this and that I would just have to try extra hard. I began to worry about the likelihood of surviving boot camp if I could not even run a mile, but I gave it up to God and hoped for the best.

                The recruiter drove me to someplace far away where I stayed the night in a hotel with other recruits and we went to get checked out and sworn in to the Marine Corps. The decision to go through with this excited me since it gave me a great opportunity to serve God. My intelligence would give me an edge, people would look up to me, and I might very well be deployed to countries where we could be missionaries on the side. This might very well explain what God was up to. He gave me a child to push me into the corps to become a military missionary! And on top of that, I would become a respected and honored chaplain and create a true army of God.

   As might be expected, Emily feared the worst with the decision and most everyone told me how terrible this would be for my family. I tried to assure them that with my ASVAB score I would not be deployed to the front lines but this did not seem to comfort anyone. Every time a sheet of paper sat before me with request for a signature, I would ask if I could still back out or if this then required me to commit. I wanted to be able to ease everyone’s pain temporarily by saying I could still change my mind at any time. With each signature, they assured me that I could back out at any time even up until I flew out to boot camp.

                The medical checkup left no inch of my body unexamined. We all lined up in our underwear and performed activities in front of those checking us out. We mostly walked and did some lunge steps while they monitored our bodies for abnormalities. During the personal checkup in a private room, the man examining me recognized that I had an issue with pilonidal cysts. He said it would not be a problem so long as the cysts did not become inflamed or infected, but if they did it would hurt like hell and I would likely not make it through boot camp. This particular issue had already proven to make certain exercises more difficult such as sit-ups, and with the added knowledge that it could easily become even more painfully worse, I sadly decided that it might not be what God had in store for me. It made the perfect rationalization as to why God had not healed me, however—he apparently did not want me to join the Marine Corps. So much for my theory as to why a child sat growing in my wife.

                Shortly after my defection, I had to have surgery due to the cysts and it proved none too pleasant for Emily and me alike. It seems I had made the right decision not to go, but this caused doubts in my mind about my ability to hear God. I finally began to realize how I had seen signs that led me in all these direction and yet they turned out to be dead ends. I saw signs to join the corps but my condition ultimately proved that it would have been a terrible choice. Or would it somehow have been better had I gone through with it? Perhaps God would have healed me for my faith if I had gone along with it anyway. More likely, of course, I simply fell prey to a string of confirmation biases. And how many times had that happened up until now seeing as nothing worked out the way I expected even despite the many ways I felt God had helped me and led me? Proverbs 3:6 offered that if I submit to God he would make all my paths straight, but I certainly felt as if my path was veering from side to side continually. I tried to seek him and follow him, but I felt as if I kept getting in the way somehow. I could not try any harder and I certainly believed it would be a bad idea to try following God less. I felt as if I were at an impasse—damned if I do and damned if I don’t.

                Still wondering what we ought to do, I had a dream one night where I again roamed the halls of my dorm at Michigan Tech. A little more leery of signs, I did not assume it to be one, but I still considered the option and decided to take it. We made plans to go back to school at Michigan Tech that January of 2006 as the solution to our financial woes—even though that would rake in all the more debt in the short-term. Our first son would be born four months before that time. We named him Malachi after the last prophet in the Old Testament. I sat down and wrote a letter to the future 18-year-old Malachi explaining my love for him and my hope that he had become a man of God. I apologized for all the failures I likely made as a parent along the way. I sealed it up in an envelope surrounded by duct tape where it now awaits his 18th birthday. We would raise him as a man of God and he would do all the great things we had hoped to do ourselves. Perhaps we could help him avoid all the mistakes we must have made which caused us to be unworthy of being sent ourselves. He will be receiving a letter from a very different man than the father he now knows.
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   To Atheist and Back Again

    

   [image: ]fter Malachi was born, reality seemed as pleasant as the waft of his fresh diapers. Everything became so hard. Trying to get back to school, raising a kid, marriage, and finances were taking their toll on my sanity and subsequently my faith. God provided all these signs about what he wanted me to do but nothing worked out apart from miracles of survival. Why did he keep confirming things and keep us alive if he had no intention to help us be successful in such endeavors and instead waste our time? Why did he keep directing me to corrupted churches and religious organizations? And as God led me, I had to fight with Emily half the time regarding whether or not God desired for us to do something in particular at all. God condoned our marriage, after all, so why would it be a constant struggle rather than him directly leading me where to go and her following along? Why would he hook us up if he knew she would not be submissive and literally follow me to the ends of the earth or if God had no plans to guide me properly? I began to realize that perhaps I should never have been so sure of myself and of God’s leading.

   As I continued to read the Bible, it started falling flat and questionable. I wondered about odd things like the pluralization of God in Genesis. We made man in our image? It sounded more like aliens doing science experiments to create us out of their own DNA and then meddling in our affairs and purporting themselves as Gods. In fact, this started to make a lot more sense to me. The wars, the genocides, the remorse of God for his own actions, the uncertainties, the lack of agreement between believers, the multiple religions, the corruption and thievery everywhere in the churches, the lack of power, and the multitude of immoral acts produced in God’s name—it became more cohesive to think aliens fought to rule over us than to believe a God who knows everything and is all powerful could possibly regret that he made man and further regret flooding the world to kill them all. How could God regret anything? I never went as far as truly believing in the aliens, but I seriously contemplated whether or not it could be true and I studied the possibility. In fitting with the theme of my past and as entirely expected, no one else procured excitement regarding this potential as I casually threw the concept into conversation. I thus kept it mostly to myself as I continued to wonder.

                As it turned out, others before me came up with this same idea. After a little research, I found the Raelian movement which is led by a man claiming my exact sentiments—but he had it dictated to him by aliens, of course, rather than deriving it of his own mind like I did. I also found a book called Chariots of the Gods by Erich von Däniken which took things like Ezekiel’s account of a wheel within a wheel to be a spacecraft and the rushing water sounds it made to be that of the rockets propelling it. He also brought up ancient drawings which appeared to support ancient aliens.

   Apparently, one Harald Reinl even directed a film for Chariots of the Gods back in 1970 and the concept of ancient aliens has never died. I had simply failed to hear of it myself. Even recently there were new television programs regarding ancient aliens and ancient astronauts. I enjoyed having company in my delusions, of course, but it disappointed me to know that the revelation had already been made and even became well-known and yet it did not change the world as we knew it. It put a greater damper on my mood and made me wonder just how much we could really know anything at all and whether or not my life would ever amount to anything.

                Eventually I decided that we could not possibly know anything regarding God and that we should stop acting like we could. There were too many religions claiming too many different things and too many sects of Christianity all claiming opposing views from the same words in a book. We could not know whether or not the stories in the Bible were the products of primitive lives responding to alien invasions. We could not know if they were straight-up lies or bedtime stories or if a real God truly worked in their lives. The alien concept stood no more provable or disprovable than the God concept. I slowly decided that I no longer believed in God. If we could know so little, God seemed the least likely since that option should provide the most revelation if God still lived.

   My admission of God’s non-existence scared me at first, but I soon felt a catastrophic release of pressures, worries, and concerns. All the struggles of trying to please God and failing had suddenly vanished. I no longer worried about being judged and I no longer had a fear of hell for me or for anyone else. I could determine right and wrong, moral and immoral, for myself rather than trying to figure out what a mute deity required of me. Such bliss had its cost, however, as my life became utterly meaningless where before I had the greatest of all purposes. I no longer had anything to look forward to in respect to the power of God nor of heaven. I became absolutely worthless without God proclaiming me precious in his sight and I had already wasted many years in search of a fairytale.

                Emily remained a believer while my bliss contorted into anger and depression over my fate. I tried convincing her of the stupidity of the faith and of those who believe in it. I explained how aliens made a better argument and one could not possibly prove one right and the other wrong. My efforts had no effect other than to heighten emotions and to build an ever stronger wall between us. We eventually decided to stop talking about it since I could not handle her refusal to agree and she apparently did not like being referred to as stupid. We agreed only that we disagreed and we focused instead on living our lives, raising our child, and getting ourselves back to school to complete our degrees.

                We rented a U-Haul truck and a trailer to tow our car and we prepared to leave around six in the morning. My breath fogged up what little I could see in the dark as I tried to attach our car to the trailer in the freezing cold. The mesh-like straps that wrapped around the wheels and ratcheted in place were simple enough to use, but there were also some chains that were supposed to attach to the frame of the vehicle in some fashion. I stood stupefied as to where I should put them. I did not presume the axle would be a good location for such chains. Despite the cold early morning, there happened to be a man smoking outside the apartment whom I decided to ask for support. He obliged and hooked the chains up to who-knows-where. I figured that whatever he did could not be any worse than what I would have done, so I thanked him and hoped it would suffice. In the end, the chains were only a secondary precaution and the straps should suffice.

                To my surprise, I noticed halfway through our journey that those very chains were the only thing keeping our car on the trailer. I tried to comprehend how the straps could have possibly slid off the wheels but nothing came to mind since I ensured they were tight and wrapped around front to back and on both sides of the tires. I could only muster astonishment at my luck—not the bad luck of the straps coming off, but the good luck for someone being outside smoking at such an ungodly hour as to help me with my car. If not for him, God only knows where my car would have ended up. I logged this in my mind as a potential grace of God, but I remained steadfast in my desire not to jump to false conclusions any longer.

                We had another close call at the very end of our trip. As we tried to find our new rental, we got turned around on the final road of our travels. Merely feet from our new residence, after driving over 16 hours, we quite nearly lost our car and our U-Haul with all our belongings over a cliff as I attempted to turn around in the fresh snow. The U-Haul would no longer move forward and every attempt merely fish-tailed the car closer and closer to the edge of the cliff. It stopped merely a foot or two from the edge. 

   I tried to drive the car off the trailer in hopes of having more luck getting the truck to drive forward rather than sideways, but for some strange reason the car would not budge—the wheels merely spun in place on the metal trailer as if on pure ice. I do not exactly remember why it would not move, but I truly hope it was not due to my forgetfulness that I had been lucky enough to receive help in chaining it down. Without having much luck on my own, I called up some guys from Crusade to see if we could get some help. Within half an hour, I had a posse of guys helping us out of our predicament around 11pm. Once again, I logged the luck of receiving support, rather than the luck of nearly losing all my things, as a potential grace of God and noted that Christians in particular had helped me at such a late hour.

   We survived our stay at Michigan Tech by utilizing credit cards, financial aid, and welfare until we could graduate and get real jobs to begin the slow and arduous process of paying it all back. I managed to snag a part-time gig at Technisource which paid fairly well for my being a college student and it helped quite a bit on the financial front. It certainly did not cover our tuition, rent, food, and pleasure, however.

                Returning to school embarrassed me considerably as one might imagine after all I had done. I had quit school with an over-confident “I’m following God and you’re not” attitude and now I had to redo every class that I had failed for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. Emily had no such problem since she actually passed her classes despite my mocking her choice to do so. My statistics class embarrassed me all the more when I had to retake it with the professor for whom I wrote out my “better way of life” on the exam that I had failed. My way certainly proved itself no better despite my conviction and the confirmation that God lead us every step of the way.

                During this time, I wanted to believe again so terribly much, but I felt it stupid to believe without evidence and I feared myself making it all up. I had always based my faith on what facts I knew and yet now I could not rationally explain how the Bible deserved any credibility. I continually sought answers to my deepest questions yet never found any satisfactory responses without the presupposition that we ought to trust the Bible or that it is just too complicated for us measly humans to grasp. 

   I really wanted to believe again because my faith made me fearless and it gave me purpose. I felt good. I felt strong. I felt belonging to something greater than myself even if I often found myself on the outskirts of the common groups of believers. Without the faith, I felt hopeless, lost, confused, and useless. I had strong motivation to believe but I simply could not without strong evidence. I tried getting involved in more Bible studies and asking crusaders my deepest darkest questions and so many of them brushed me off. They could not answer my questions and they did not find them worth thinking or talking about even just to reassure me. I could not believe how fine they were with not having answers and leaving me to wallow in my confusion.

                The “problem of evil” as it is often called left a deep impression on me. How could God allow so much evil in the world if he himself was so good? If I could stop some terrible torturous event from happening—even to an animal—I would certainly step in and prevent it. Why would God not do likewise? Even worse, he supposedly created all this life that lives and breathes a motto of death and dismemberment in ways that have absolutely nothing to do with humans. Mankind supposedly made the one mistake of eating from the tree of knowledge of good and evil and suddenly the entire animal kingdom must suffer a life of murder on every corner along with starvation and every manner of disease and disaster. Right now there is likely a gazelle running for its life and becoming dinner to some starving beast. This did not make sense for animals and it made even less sense for humans. Mere children having not yet had any real choices in life were to be doomed to the brutal behavior of parents or others and for what? Just to allow free will? Since when is free will at any cost a good thing? Everyone knows that it is worthwhile to restrict the freedom of an individual who harms others. God could easily stop anything at all but instead he watches it and personally knows the pain and yet does nothing.

                I also had no good answer for why God would punish someone eternally rather than temporarily for the intent of correction or else merely blotting someone out of existence. And why on Earth does he require blood for wrong-doing? Even further, in what civilized country is it okay to give the death penalty to someone other than the murderer? Answers can be given smugly with confidence and an air of superior knowledge as I learned to do myself, but the point remains that such answers were not very satisfying once I was an atheist even when I desperately wanted to believe. 

   Little girls in India have had acid poured in their eyes to turn them blind in order to make them more effective at begging for money to provide for a drug lord—and God watches. With this in mind, God’s taking the effort to provide me with glass dishes and toilet paper became utterly detestable no matter what the excuse. Answers to these questions were as useful as spitting into the wind. It meant nothing and it only backfired. God cannot ignore the cries of multitudes of humans being killed, slaughtered, raped, and maimed while guiding me with where to go, what to do, and providing used furniture and dishware for my minor joy. How could I possibly believe he would focus on those minor things and not take care of real business that the world truly needs?

                I thought that perhaps if I went on another mission trip I would find God again and it would all make sense. Crusade had planned another trip to Mexico for Spring Break and I started inquiring on how I might be able to go. The response certainly did not help my faith in Christianity, however. I had welcomed Anna into Crusade when she was a freshman and I remember thinking great things about her zeal and joy in God. My parting words to her when I left to become a missionary were, “Keep on smiling!” She always seemed to be smiling and joyful which I found delightful and encouraging. Yet now, upon my return and with my desire to partake of God’s work, Anna told me that she did not want the added effort of including me. This shocked me immensely. Could it really be that hard to simply take my cash, put it towards a plane ticket and hotel room and let me tag along in the large van? I mentioned that I could drive myself to the airport if there were not enough van seats to accommodate me. She still said no and that it would be too much work to add me. I tried obtaining clarification as to what could possibly be so much work that she would be willing to reject me like this, but she ignored my attempts at specifics. She simply said no and seemingly could not care less about it.

                So much for a loving Christian attitude, I had thought. It demonstrated yet more evidence of the lack of love existing within all of Christendom and it further cemented Christianity’s fakeness into my mind. People were focusing on themselves and cared nothing about other people. Here I stood, a human being, hoping to know and love God more and to take part in his work, and they rejected me as an inconvenience. It showed Christian love at its best: non-existent. At this point, I had not come out of the atheistic closet, but it is entirely possible that she caught wind of my questioning and feared that I might be a weight to the more faithful and less questioning people on the trip. Still, if God is real and the work is real, then should it not be the perfect opportunity to strengthen a person’s faith as I had hoped? The subconscious denying of God’s power in this way is all around. People speak as if God moves yet act as if he does not. If she thought that God moved in power, it certainly would have been great to welcome me.

                I got together with Bill to explain my dilemma of faith in hopes that he could reconvert me. I told him that I could no longer believe when so few people were following the instruction of the Bible. I could find no people willing to believe diligently and to live out an extreme life in faith. To this day, his response saddens me. He teared-up and tried to hold back his sorrow at what I presume he thought had become of me. He did not offer an explanation for the tears, but our discussion unmistakably broke his heart. Perhaps he felt as if all his efforts were in vain or perhaps he agreed with me all too much regarding the state of Christianity. Maybe he did not like the thought of me going to hell. Whatever the reason, I felt terrible for causing this reaction in him since I respected and cared for him, but I could do nothing more than hope that he could change my mind and make it all better. Unfortunately for him, and what I believed unfortunate for me, he could not.

                As I continued to hit walls in my search for God, I became more open with my atheism. I told my family and friends that I no longer believed. I had no idea how much this news would hurt them. My mom and sister both cried when they heard the news and I had zero support for such a decision, quite unshockingly. If ever I had gone against the flow before, I had just now gotten out of the river and walked upstream. But I felt proud of my decision since it went against the norms which meant I was no one’s puppet. I deduced it via logic of my own accord. It finally made sense why I had to struggle so hard trying to follow and even fix the faith since it had all been created by man. No amount of studying and looking for answers could reconvert me despite my predisposition and desire to return to God. This gave me profound confidence that I had found truth and this truth resonated the falseness of Christianity.

                I saw the world in a whole new light. I could see from the outside what I could never have seen from the inside. I saw how rude Christians were to atheists and I then knew first-hand that atheists truly did not believe in God’s existence. This revelation surprised me. I had always thought, nay knew, that all atheists had knowledge of God’s existence but merely denied him for the passion of their worldly lusts. They were evil people bent on sin and destruction. No good person could possibly come to the conclusion that God did not exist. And here, I now had, despite my best efforts and without any particular lust guiding my belief. 

   I did not deny anything—I simply did not believe. It no longer made sense to kill things as absolution for sin. It no longer made sense that a loving God would torment people for eternity. I could no longer fathom a world where a loving God allowed people and animals to suffer at all let alone to be tortured mercilessly at the hands of another. It all fell apart when I finally disregarded faith, and it all finally made sense to me. Still, the romance of an all-powerful and all-loving God with promise of purpose to my life was so enticing that I wanted to find reasons to believe anyway despite the new-found clarity.

                I would often come across websites devoted to debunking the Bible and providing contradictions within it. Having been a Christian, I found a lot of such sites distasteful and annoying. I found the behavior of many atheists to be quite revolting. They were generally rude and vulgar and they would be quite open to accepting anything as a contradiction without giving it much thought. Many supposed contradictions were so easily resolved with a second of thinking and others already had significant effort put into explaining them. They were merely blind and closed-minded while they threw everything up as a contradiction and laughed at their superiority over the idiot Christians. There were a few gems of biblical discrepancy which made more sense as contradictions than what the resolution would make them out to be, but they were so buried under trashy arguments and hateful spite and rhetoric that I could hardly find anything worthwhile. Atheists were truly disgusting creatures—and now, I was one of them.

                I hated being associated with such foolish, arrogant, and rude people. I was now an atheist, but I certainly did not want to be associated with these jerks. They were not opening anyone’s eyes with their terrible arguments and they were closing minds through insults. I had wished that someone would put together a more realistic list of discrepancies in the Bible and to do so with a kind and loving attitude that would actually benefit a Christian audience or anyone with decency trying to find truth such as myself. Still, I found Christian behavior no better than that of the atheists I came across. They were not so different from one another in any way. They were just as blind and just as rude and insulting. It continually reminded me of the quote by Brennan Manning that I had heard in DC Talk’s song “What if I Stumble?” The quote reads, “The greatest single cause of atheism in the world today is Christians who acknowledge Jesus with their lips and walk out the door and deny Him by their lifestyle. That is what an unbelieving world simply finds unbelievable.”

   Behavior of individuals often affects another person’s willingness to give their beliefs any consideration. Most people in America are not entirely interested in the beliefs of ISIS and Al Qaeda because they happen to be murdering anyone who disagrees with them. That is certainly rather poor behavior to say the least. Similarly, many Christian churches and Islamic churches alike have learned to do charity for the sake of promoting their religion. It works. If a person is kind, he or she is quite likely to be listened to. In the same way, Christians who see good atheists may begin to question their faith when they come to realize they are not the monsters that the Bible often makes them out to be. Some atheists and agnostics may also see good Christians and begin to wonder more about such a faith that has given them their values and joy. 

   In the end, a person believes what they find most convincing or most comfortable and the behavior of others certainly plays a strong role in determining both. Unfortunately for me, I found much of the behavior of both groups to be quite appalling—mostly because I had a heightened sense of purity as dictated by the Bible. Any form of delight in cussing, sexual promiscuity, coarse joking, or drunkenness immediately produced in me a certain amount of disgust for an individual even though such things were only terrible from a religious background.

    

   *  *  *

    

   I managed to graduate in May of 2007 with a Bachelor’s of Science in Computer Science. I accepted a job at GE Aviation down in Grand Rapids, Michigan where I wrestled with my thoughts and sunk deeper into depression. I pondered the meaninglessness of my life and suffered in frustration at my many failures. Emily and I had our second child, AnneMarie, in 2007 whom we did not name after a Biblical character but after Emily’s grandmother who had always been a big influence in Emily’s life. I continued to provide for my family but I found it exceedingly difficult. 

   I may have been confident in my position of atheism, but I desperately wanted to be wrong. I begged God to help me and to convince me of his presence but he did not. Being constantly depressed, I became more easily angered—especially with our two kids. I found myself having zero patience and wanting to smack them or throw them away from me as they cried about every little thing with no chance of consolation. The thought terrified me that I might actually do something I would regret so I decided not to watch the kids on my own while Emily worked. I started going to both a psychiatrist and a psychologist to help me. The discussions helped a lot, but the multiple types of drugs only ever left me more on edge. Some made me more easily and terrifyingly angered. I started throwing things and I even broke my windshield with my cell phone one day when Emily refused to talk to me because she claimed to be too busy.

                Emily put up with me day after day but it started wearing her out. Dealing with my lousy disposition on life and my constant frustration and anger made for a rather depressing life for both of us. I rarely wanted to do anything beyond hiding myself away from responsibility and failure. I felt like such a loser and I could not bear doing anything that announced my stupidity or lack of capability even further. Any perceived attack on my intelligence infuriated me. We were both on edge and doing our best to function while hoping that something will come of the counseling and medication. 

   I hated my job and my boss made it clear that he did not find much approval in me either. He assigned me and a few others to a meaningless task and caused me to dread coming to work every day. Driving both ways to and from a depressing job left me without energy and constantly fighting off sleep while driving. I could hardly keep my eyes open as I put myself and others at risk on the road every day. I participated in a sleep study to determine if I had sleep apnea causing my fatigue but they claimed I had such a minor case that it could not possibly be the culprit. I felt that every little bit might help, however, so I purchased a CPAP machine anyway to pump air into my lungs as I slept. It did not help, of course. My problem was a sucky disposition on life. I just had to find a new job to turn this around.

   I painstakingly sought a new job but hardly anyone had any openings. Just when I thought I had an in somewhere, they changed their minds and went another direction. I literally began feeling crazed and trapped in a worthless nightmare of existence. I finally managed to land a new job at Eaton before I lost my mind entirely. Within the first week of this new job, I heard that everyone else assigned to that same meaningless task I had was let go. I had gotten out just in time.

   I learned from the mistakes I made regarding my attitude toward others at GE and I vowed not to repeat them at Eaton. I could not afford to be unappreciated or disliked again. Unfortunately, it made me all the more fearful of making a mistake and being a failure. I constantly worried that I would be rejected by those I worked with. It did not help that I added very little value to the company having no experience or knowledge at the time. Much of my employment merely kept a seat warm. I constantly dreaded losing my job and every call to the boss’s office terrified me.

                Still hoping that a non-existent God could prove true, I scoured forums looking for answers and I started taking part in one forum called Debating Christianity and Religion (DCR). I asked if anyone else wanted to believe again while hoping that someone could help me. I did not find anyone so desirous which shocked me. The atheists on the site mostly felt free from Christianity and were grateful for it. Others could admit that they enjoyed their time as a Christian but no longer had any desire to be a part of it. They were fine with their atheism. I, however, was not. I hated being an atheist. It frustrated me and I felt even more alone than I did as a lone-wolf Christian. At least then I had the perception that I had God’s approval for most of the time. I felt entirely empty of meaning. I so desperately wanted to believe again.

                We decided to find a church to go to where the pastor might be able to help me believe again. I did not have any desire to put faith in the Bible, however, since it led me so far astray the first time. I tried to find a church that could admit the imperfection of the Bible but no such church existed. I settled for one that seemed less judgmental of other people and focused more on the positive aspects of faith such as love, peace, community, and friendship rather than studies, hymns, and hatred for homosexuals. Emily and I both enjoyed Lifespring for a time. I had hoped to get some good answers through these more open and friendly Christians who were willing to have a questioning atheist in their midst.

                Pastor Mark proved to be rather nice and easy-going. He spent a lot of time discussing things with me and he had no problems with my challenging his beliefs. He even offered for me to join the praise band even though I did not truly believe yet. He alleged that getting the motor running and acting out the motions would eventually spur me back on to faith much like I expected Anna to believe when denying my participation in the Mexico trip. I considered this option for a while but I simply could not sing praises and so lie to myself and others. Oddly enough, this idea of getting the motor running is fairly well based on science. In the same way, if we force ourselves to smile when we feel sad, we will naturally start to feel happier. Going through the motions often helps a person feel the emotions associated with them. Unfortunately for me, I desired too greatly to be honest with myself such that I could not fake the motions in hopes to trick my mind into feeling better.

   Mark and I had many email conversations and I enjoyed having such in-depth discussion. Unfortunately, the Methodist organization that his church had affiliated with decided that Mark would best be used in a different church and they gave us a lady by the name of Patti instead. I was not too keen on continuing on with someone else and let alone a woman. They cannot claim they believe the Bible while so blatantly going against it by having a female pastor. I may have no longer put faith in the Bible myself, but I would not take part in such hypocrisy seeing as they claimed to believe it. I had nothing against women themselves, but the Bible makes clear the roles to be filled by men and women and they just ignored it yet claimed to believe the book. I could learn nothing from hypocrisy.

                I went back to square one having no church and longing for peace. I truly hated being the scum that I saw myself as. I had been so trained to believe that atheists were immoral trash that I could not separate myself from it and the evidence showed me no better. Becoming an atheist and recognizing all my past as a failure, I could not help but agree that I must be the lowest of humanity. I deemed myself either worthless for denying God or worthless for having given in to such fairytales. I could hardly continue having any desire for life.

                Even as a child, I truly wanted to help people. I wanted to be the best I could be and to influence the world in a positive way. My faith made me think I could do it. My faith made me believe I was special. I thought God had a plan for me and that he continually showed me and taught me how to achieve it. Having my faith so stripped away from me after devoting so much of my life to it left me destitute. I could no longer be who I wanted to be. I was a nobody and a foolish one at that. I had been tricked into seeing whatever I wanted to see and believing whatever I wanted to believe. A person such as me could do nothing great or useful for mankind. I fooled myself and I felt like the worst person on the planet. 

   Had I never had initial thoughts of religious grandeur, I can only suppose I would not have fallen so hard. Every day of faith took me higher and higher with my confirmation biases until that day when it all began to collapse. I hovered miles above the earth like Wile E Coyote as I saw my feet standing on nothing and began my descent to the earth’s unforgiving crust. It broke every bone of my spiritual body.

                One fateful morning, April 2009, quite near my birthday, Emily came home from working an overnight shift and we began a rather unpleasant discussion while I prepared for work. One of our children had thought it fun to drop a canister of paint down our stairs to our basement while Emily was working. It splattered paint everywhere on the landing and wall below. Since our basement had yet to be finished, I simply spread the paint all over our concrete walls and considered the cleanup a success. She, however, scoffed at the fact that it was not the right kind of paint rather than applaud my ingenuity to clean up a mess while decorating our walls simultaneously. The argument commenced from there.

   I felt as if her words impugned my intelligence and this, of course, hurt me deeply. The wound poured blood as she jabbed her fingers in and twisted with every further word she spoke. The conversation ended abruptly as she gave up on me entirely and tried to sleep. All my frustrations at life and feeling rejected rose up within me as she tried to sleep rather than caring for what she had just done to me. I now had to start my day feeling worse than a lobster in a boiling pot because of her. Hoping to keep her awake until she righted her ways and apologized for her misbehavior toward me, I grabbed a pillow and started to hit her forcefully with it. Truly I had no expectation that a pillow with any amount of force could be all that traumatic, but for her it left an emotional scar along with a headache. With all that had happened prior, she saw this as a sign of things to come and decided then and there to divorce me. She did not tell me at the time, but she got up and blankly obliged to whatever I demanded and waited for me to go to work before packing up.

                I had apologized in a text message for the one-sided pillow fight which she used at a police station as the incriminating evidence to warrant my arrest. My mom called me and informed me of the warrant, but I could not quite believe her. It seemed too strange and ridiculous. Who goes to jail for hitting someone with a pillow? People bash others with pillows all the time with no great consequences. Perhaps they were simply in on a joke to scare me into better behavior or something. I had plans to see a movie that evening with a friend, but I certainly could not enjoy the film as I awaited closure on what would soon unfold. When I got home, I called the police department in order to figure out the truth, but they simply asked me to stop by to answer some questions. Never in a million years did I expect what would happen as I obliged and showed up willingly to their front step.

                An officer sat down with me and asked about our recent encounter. He showed me a picture of the text from Emily’s phone and asked if I had sent it. I did not lie, of course, being entirely opposed to lying. I had no idea the extent of Michigan’s no tolerance policy for domestic violence. He immediately cuffed me and brought me to his car. Despite my calm and cooperative demeanor, he had no sympathy or gentleness about him. He shoved me in the car forcefully and took me to the local jail where they took my picture and crammed me into a holding cell as they awaited individual cells to open up. I spent over 24 hours in the company of wife beaters and druggies who sprawled over every ounce of the cold, hard, linoleum floor. I found a corner where I could stand or even sit so long as I pulled my legs in. The only comfort they provided came in the form of my own personal toilet-paper-thick blanket. I sat listening to the others bragging about their wrong-doings, talking smack about their respective “old lady” and explaining how they were going to show their wives a lesson when they got out. No one appeared repentant of anything besides being caught.

                I looked around in awe that I, Mr. Jesus Freak, who focused so highly on righteousness, could find myself in such company in such a short time from my high with God. In only three or four years, I went from spouting the awesome graces of God as I faithfully rejected a material world in exchange for a spiritual one, to being thrown in jail for beating my own wife. My life melted before my eyes. I hit lower than I ever even thought possible. Clearly I would not get custody of our children as a wife-beater. Clearly I would no longer have friends and family since everyone despises a man who hits women. Clearly I would lose the house, and clearly I would go insane and lose my job or else kill myself for lack of anything better to do. I had already been on edge for so long and this would be the final straw.

                I used my one phone call to call Emily despite the sage advice of everyone in the cell who had the privilege of listening in on my conversation. I begged her to give me another chance. I promised that I would consider my own life as nothing and that I would simply attend to her as if she were a queen. Since I believed I would be losing my life anyway, I figured I might as well lose it intentionally by serving someone else even if not God. She would have nothing of it, however. She offered no further chances. The hours passed like days as I listened to the absurd sounds of flaccid brain matter uttering words of drivel around me. They were like children incapable of reason and logic. I did not belong in such company and yet the guards treated me no differently than the rest when I asked questions about my situation. They were cold, rigid, and unwilling to be kind to the likes of me. I could not post bail as part of the no tolerance policy in order to prevent such violent criminals as myself from killing their spouses in a rage.

                As I left the jail house over 24 hours later, I looked down the road that would lead to my house some 12 miles away. They did not offer any shuttle service and I had no friends to call to pick me up. I walked home as a mixed bag of emotions. To go to jail over hitting someone with a pillow sounded awfully ridiculous. I could not believe it had truly happened. It all seemed like some kind of crazy dream and yet it all proved quite real. I wondered if somehow God arranged this situation due to my denying him, but I shrugged it off. 

   I considered hitchhiking, but I feared whether or not it would cause me to be thrown back in jail. I called the station to inquire of its legality, but they refused to give me any “legal advice.” I shamefully called my uncle, an officer himself, to see if he would offer anything more. The response did not come as a resounding yes, but I felt fairly sure that I would not be picked up again so I stuck my thumb out and hoped for the best. Quite to my amazement, a shiny blue sports car stopped for me. My thought of God’s orchestration of events came back to me as I thought perhaps he would now reward me. As I reached for the handle, the kid inside laughed triumphantly and sped away with obnoxiously squealing tires. If God did exist, he evidently had it out for me rather than desiring to help me. I considered my plight and all the more wished to die.

                I made it home severely sore and tired from walking in the dress-shoes and socks I had been arrested in. A restraining order disallowed me any contact with my wife until after the scheduled trial. She stayed with a friend and we both continued to work as we toggled who watched the kids. One day, I stood in the kitchen and I looked at my son knowing full well that I would not be seeing him much more in the future. I stared into his precious three-year-old eyes as I tried to convince myself that it would be perfectly fine if I never saw him again. I did not need him and he would be fine—probably better off—without me as well. He would not remember me any more than I knew my own father and I could just go off and start a brand new life like he did. I could do nothing better given the circumstances. Who needs a kid anyway?

                I continued to look him in the eye as I repeated these things in my mind trying to convince myself of their truth. I do not need you. I do not need to see you again. I could not believe my thoughts. They were just too painful, calloused, and cold. What had I done? What had I become? How could a loving father such as myself think such heinous things about his child? I had ruined everything. I went from being on top of the world to losing everything when I lost my faith. I began to cry in deep regret. My son patted my leg as he consoled me with child-like enthusiasm, “Don’t cry, Daddy.” Knowing that I just tried to disown him in my mind, it made me cry all the more. I began sobbing and he countered by singing the words instead, “Don’t cry, Daddy. Don’t cry, Daddy.” He sang while doing a little back and forth wiggle-dance. I could not feel any more miserable with myself for trying to give up my love for such a kind and adorable little man.

                I left the room sobbing and started praying to God to make it right again. I prayed that if he were to somehow fix all of this I would believe again. I cried out in agony at my plight and begged for forgiveness despite not knowing exactly where I had gone wrong. I did not feel any trumpet blasts or booming voices, but I felt better as I went to bed that night knowing that God just might fix the situation. I hoped and hoped he would, but I knew I would have to make amends myself. I decided to call up Emily’s family and apologize for my behavior despite the fact that they probably hated me immensely. I called Emily’s dad, her grandparents, and her Mom and I apologized for my actions with no form of justification. They were not irate, but I did not feel entirely welcomed, and they certainly made clear that they did not approve of what I had done. Her grandmother provided the harshest response out of everyone. “Well, I guess we can’t expect anything more from you,” she coldly stated, “Thanks for calling.”

                The very next morning, I received a call from Emily. For whatever reason, she informed me that she had a sudden change of heart and wanted to work things out. Overjoyed and shocked with disbelief, I asked her when she made this decision while wondering if it coincided with my prayer. To be honest, it would have meant nothing if the time were different, but it made for a greater story if indeed the time matched. And match, it did. She changed her mind the very hour I had prayed as far as I could estimate it. I had received the confirmation and the evidence I had longed for. I had personal proof that God controlled my life even if I could not find evidence in the world around me. I had promised that I would believe again if he fixed my life, and now I just had to figure out what this meant for everything else. I had become a Christian yet again. The prodigal son had returned!

                As I shared this news with all those whom I had previously shared my deconversion, I learned that it had a greater impact on their faith than I had previously realized. Many people told me that it had shaken their faith that such a strong and devout Christian as I could suddenly be lost. They felt that if I of all people had lost my faith, then maybe the faith required a second look. I do not know if anyone followed me into atheism, but I know many people felt dumbfounded and lost at first and relieved when I came back. We impact others in our daily lives more than we may ever know. In this way, I now realize how important it is that we remain true to ourselves so that others are impacted by our truth and not by our pretenses.
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   Churchification

    

   [image: ]aving reconverted, I needed to find a way to rationalize all that I had previously learned which now contradict my refound faith. I believed I finally had proof that God existed via the coincidence of my wife’s return to me, but it did not explain all the problems with the world and the many failures I encountered while following God’s will. This took some creativity on my part. I had to imagine and trust that God knew exactly how to make it all okay even though it did not seem okay from my perspective. I used a common Christian metaphor to ease my mind that I could only see the messy bottom of a cross-stitch design as I looked up while God could see the beautiful picture from above as he looked down. 

   Even though people were horrendously evil, selling children into sex slavery, pouring acid into their eyes, oppressing the poor, lashing infidels with whips, oppressing women, shooting girls in the head for studying, mutilating genitals of both boys and girls, and so on, God had something up his sleeve to make it all okay and I would simply have to trust this. There are many possible resolutions such as me being in a simulated world where the most terrible things are not real. Maybe the terrible things occur to robots of a sort, holograms, children of Satan, or something else. Maybe those experiencing pain had no souls and were no different from a biological machine. Or maybe the news is all made up—I had never personally seen these things occur, after all, so it could all be fabrication for my benefit as I lived in some kind of TV show for the amusement of God or others like in the Truman Show.

                Oddly enough, the concept of circumcision strengthened my faith in God for a time. I simply could not fathom that mankind would be that creative and self-tormentous to derive something so ridiculous, embarrassing, and painful to their most prized private member of their bodies. What man would one day wake up and decide that they ought to nip off the foreskin? It did not make any sense. For me, it would most certainly require an act of God to convince me that I ought to do this. Without a threatening and booming voice, I am definitely not going anywhere near my genitals with a knife. This would undoubtedly have to come directly from the mouth of God. 

   Only later did I realize that the mutilation of female genitals existed as well and yet the Christian God had not ordained it. This, of course, put a wrench in the gears of my logic and it all grinded to a halt. Mankind seriously does come up with this crap. God could not have ordained both since they are opposing religious views and thus at least one of them is false. If mankind can come up with the one, then certainly it can come up with the other. And what else has mankind come up with? This line of questioning came much later, of course. At this point, I found circumcision a compelling argument for a creator simply because I underestimated the brutality and stupidity of mankind.

                I further concluded that God purposefully wished for things to make little sense. I poised myself to believe that the truth of the stories were to be taken on faith through experiencing God directly rather than via some kind of logic. It says so right in 1 Corinthians that the wisdom of mankind is foolish and yet I had been trying to use wisdom to make it all make sense. God never intended it to make sense. He wanted it to be about trusting and experiencing God as I had now done. God had proven himself true—not through logic, but through experience. The logical method is useless in the arena of God’s existence and it had to be thrown out the window. 

   Experience, I had decided, led us to know God by giving him a chance to prove himself circumstantially and personally. We did not need the logic or experiences of others. That certainly did not stop me from using logic to determine these ideas and to derive the desires of God from reading the Bible, but it enabled me to trust the Bible all the more for a time. I prayed to the God of the Bible and he came through—for sure, the Bible’s God is the real God.

                With my regained faith, I decided to do everything by the book this time. Not that I thought I went against the book to begin with, but I went against tradition and made a fool of myself. This time I would not go all crazy and think I knew better than all the other Christians. I would do what they did and just enjoy God while living my life with him just like everyone else did. My past failures must have been my own undoing and God wanted to show me just how terrible I had been. I decided to join a church and just belong as a kind and polite member. I would let the pastor advise me while considering myself a fool. I would listen and behave. No more crazy stuff. 

   I recognized that I now had a first-hand experience of what it meant to be an atheist. By living it, I realized how wrong we were to assume they truly believed in God and yet rejected him. I realized that they were not all defiant pricks although some certainly were. They were a mixed crowed just like the Christians and they truly believed what they claimed. I took it upon myself to write out an apology on behalf of all Christians for the way we treated atheists. I hoped they might find God through such kindness, honesty, and humility while simultaneously hoping to discourage other Christians from continuing on so rudely. I posted it to the Debating Christianity forum, but I did not get much of a response as it had been immediately transferred to the random ramblings category for lack of any substance of which to debate.

                After the dust settled and Emily and I were again living with each other in the house, we set out to find a church. Being so excited to again have purpose in God and to have my entire life restored to me, I embraced with open arms each and every church we walked into. Emily did just the opposite. Every week we tried a different church in hopes of finding one she could enjoy as well, but after our fifth try and with few local options remaining, I got impatient and decided to attend Calvary Community Church whether she liked it or not. She could keep trying other churches if she wanted, but I could wait no longer to find a home and get engaged. I figured she would feel right at home as soon as she got to know the people better.

                I immediately asked Pastor Mark (not to be confused with Pastor Mark from Lifespring) to mentor me. I also attended their Bible studies while engaging with all the people as best I could. I wanted to get back to playing in a praise band as well. I had unfortunately settled for a church that did not have a praise band at the moment, but the members had told me that they needed someone just like me to start one up to revitalize the church. Every Sunday morning the pews were filled with aged old men and women with only a few younger people and their kids. They needed to reach a younger audience and I thought perhaps I could help do just that. Pastor Mark invited us over to his pristine residence of which we were quite impressed, but this time I refrained from being judgmental about its extravagance despite it being paid for via our donations. Since I resolved myself to know nothing and to trust the pastor, it must have been well within God’s will.

                The honey-glows faded quickly as we started discussing Calvinism and the belief in predestination. Mark believed that God decided who went to heaven and hell and that it had nothing to do with our own choices. This may not have been a problem in and of itself, but he followed it up by saying that anyone who did not understand and believe this obvious fact, did not belong to the elect bound for heaven. This, of course, indicted me as a hell-bound heathen since I could not subscribe to Calvinism. I absolutely could not agree that an all loving God would condemn people to hell just because he felt like it with no personal shot at redemption. It had to be the choice of mankind to choose or reject or else what is the purpose of hell? What good is punishment for someone who had no choice in the matter? It would be like beating my children simply because they have blue eyes.

                I knew there were other churches which disagreed with his position and, since I did as well, it made sense to simply become a pawn of a different church. Some beliefs, such as free will, were non-negotiable for me, so I would find a church which agreed with my non-negotiables. As much as I wanted to be a mere follower, I had to recognize that there were innumerable churches with differing opinions about a variety of things. I had no way of distinguishing which one was right without basing it off my own understanding. Unfortunately that is exactly what I was trying to avoid this time around. How does one choose which “by the book” church to submit to when so many disagreed on such fundamental principles such as free will? Alas, I had to use my own brain to distinguish which church I could blindly follow, and it would certainly not be a Calvinist church.

                We decided to try out a mega church for the first time. I had always rejected them previously for being materialistic and accusing them of being all about money. I conceded that this could indeed be a pessimistic false accusation. Maybe they did well because God blessed them so much and not because they pandered to itching ears. We had to drive a little further out to get to Radiant Church, but we deemed it worth the drive after our very first visit. They had a massive building with very modern and hip architecture. The entrance had many glass doors surrounded by many glass windows. Walking inside, we saw a full-blown cafe to our right, the very long check-in line for children on the left, and an information booth straight ahead. A throng of people walked about everywhere filling much of the floor space with some twenty feet of air above. We looked around in awe at the bright disposition of everyone and everything.

                Reaching the front of the kid check-in line, we provided detailed information about our kids and were given bracelets and a number. If ever our number flashed in the corner of the projectors in the main sanctuary, we would know that one of our children needed our attention. No one would be permitted to take our children without our express approval and our wristbands would be verified to match the children with the parents. The security and safety of our kids within the environment gave us great peace about the place.

                The church had small groups of all kinds for discussing our faith, and we could take classes to learn more about God. Someone even taught Taekwondo free of charge as a service to the church. The place bounced with joy and excitement as music reverberated throughout the halls and people talked with one another as if they were truly joyful to be there.

                As we walked into the main sanctuary, we were blown away by professional concert lighting and a stage full of musicians and their instruments. People were jumping and singing and the intense booming of the bass throughout the room took place of my heartbeat. I felt power surging everywhere as my emotions were flooded by the sound waves and the thickness of God’s spirit within the air. Surely I had not given such churches enough consideration in the past. The Spirit of God overwhelmed me as if I could hug the air and embrace God himself. The music shouted the praises of God and slowly transitioned into more relaxing songs that relished God’s goodness. A young, hip-looking pastor, Pastor Lee, approached the stage and started praying before the hundreds of people in the congregation.

                Lee wore a designer graphic button-down shirt and a pair of shorts rather than a formal suit or business-casual outfit, and his hair was a slightly messy but neat-looking style one might see in an anime. He spoke fluidly, plainly, and matter-of-factly as he spoke about God’s love, willingness to forgive, and his desire to know each and every one of us personally. It did not matter where we had come from or what we had done, God was willing and ready with open arms to welcome us home. The message spoke deeply to me and cut me to the heart. The message touched me as tears started to form in my eyes and I considered the goodness of God for putting up with a sinner like me in my past rebellious years.

                After the service, I went up to Pastor Lee to thank him for his message. I explained how much I needed to hear that particular message today and how it touched me so deeply. His response rather shocked me as he looked blankly with an entire lack of enthusiasm. He nodded as he took a sip of water and blandly stated, “I’m glad to hear that.” He followed up by saying he wanted me to meet someone and immediately walked me over to the information booth. He informed those at the booth that I had just visited for the first time today, asked them to hook me up, and then just walked away.

                Wishing to think the best of the situation and not to jump to judgmental conclusions, I brushed it off and recognized that he must be rather busy given the extremely large congregation. I could hardly hold that against him. Who knows what he had to go attend to. I watched as he walked up to a rather tall man who I later learned was a pastor as well. They talked like good friends among themselves with no greater business to attend. Still, I tried to remain positive about the situation. The people at the information booth informed me of their website, and gave me a pamphlet of the different groups I could get involved with. They recommended that Emily and I attend the class for new members to the church as they handed us a gift bag with a Radiant Church mug.

                My sister, Alicia, had come to live with us around this time. Now that we were Christian again, we thought we could help her get on her feet by showing her the proper godly lifestyle which we were now so obviously well-equipped to demonstrate. Having gone through a lot of the depression and self-loathing that she also struggled with, I thought I could best help her out of her own slump. When she first went to Radiant Church, we both shared tears of joy as she felt all of her struggles melt away. She felt accepted and loved again just like I had on my first day. She felt belonging. We were both convinced that indeed God resided in this place. We came home excited and fulfilled by the power of God. It was, of course, too good to be true and the excitement wore off within a couple of weeks. We enjoyed the great emotional high, but it lacked any real power for a lasting change and the depression came right back.

                Emily and I both attended a small group that someone held at her home. We sat around a fire in lawn chairs in the driveway. We did not connect much with any of the people and they tended to speak only of boring worldly things. After a few tries, we determined it did not satisfy what we were looking for. We wanted more of an open study and discussion of faith rather than a mere fellowship for shooting the breeze. We longed for life-guiding advice and conversation and this group did not provide it.

                We later attended the class for new members led by Pastor Lee himself. He talked a lot about commitment to tithing and participating in the available groups. He also went through the history of the church and the miraculous story of how they came about the building. It reminded me of Pastor Patrick when he explained his own miraculous adventures in obtaining his church. I wondered if all churches had such a story.

   Lee then went over a few of the main beliefs that the church held. One such belief regarded abortion and how they denounced it as sinful to kill babies. That is a pretty standard belief in most Christian churches—so is the concept that babies are immediately ushered into heaven upon death. I had never really given abortion nor the death of babies too much thought. Being the outspoken and critically thinking person I am, I half-jokingly asked the obvious question from the logical conclusion: why do we care to fight against abortion if all the babies get a free ride into heaven from it? Babies that were aborted were ushered into God’s presence without any of the pain and sufferings of life and without the potential for denying God. In fact, perhaps we should encourage abortion all the more to fill the gates of heaven.

                I expected perhaps a chuckle followed by a response that made some sense. I could already come up with a few ideas myself, but I wanted to be funny while prompting Lee to provide a response in case anyone in the room would come across a smart-aleck atheist asking the same question. Perhaps he would explain that it may be true that babies go straight to heaven, the obligation fell in our laps to stop evil. Perhaps he could have explained that we ought not to deny infants the opportunity to store treasures in heaven via their deeds on Earth. But he did not. He glared at me along with most everyone else in the room for my off-color remark. Emily felt quite embarrassed too, of course. 

   Despite the humorous and slightly helpful intent, I believed the question deserved an answer and a critical look. I would sooner think that God simply did not put souls in the babies to begin with since he would have the foreknowledge that they were to be aborted. In fact, miscarriages are in far more abundant supply than abortions with an estimated 70 to 75 percent of all fertilizations ending with miscarriage. Many fertilized eggs are rejected before attaching to the uterus and without the woman even knowing it happened. Thus, God himself clearly had no qualms with the concept of abortion as most of them must have been his own will. God, of course, has the right to take life as he sees fit so that still did not permit our own aborting ways.

                The pastor’s lack of response resonated his disinterest in me as a person. Is not a pastor’s main purpose to lead and guide the flock, to meet us wherever we are, and to direct us into the light of God? He should be uniquely involved with the lives of his flock and helping in whatever way he saw fit. A pastor needs to be in tune with the will of God and see how to direct each and every one of his sheep. But he appeared to have no interest in that. Thinking people and witty people were no laughing matter. They promoted disunity and questioning which is damaging to the business of a church. If people start thinking and questioning, they learned to stop paying for their feel-good social club. I eventually began seeing Pastor Lee as a businessman running his business rather than a man of God running a spiritual charity and guiding people. The church did not want me for my brain, but for my money alone.

                There were lots of things I could do within the church, but nothing that I could really contribute to in any meaningful way. I was entirely irrelevant as a person. I had actually attempted to audition for the praise band at one point, but I did not enjoy the business feel to it all. On top of that, they did not find my talents to be skillful enough to be on stage. This rubbed me the wrong way since skill should not be the only thing that matters when it comes to praising God and I was not entirely terrible even if not a pro. I did just fine in Crusade, after all, and God’s people are supposed to engage with the work rather than being entertained by those more skillful. Still, my mediocre talents might very well have killed the mood of the professional concert feel, I suppose.

                I continued attending Radiant for a while presuming that I just had a lot to learn. I should be more accepting, less judgmental, more following, less funny, and so on. As I listened each Sunday, however, I began to realize that the message quite often focused on feeling good. He kept talking about how God loved everyone, but he never talked about what this meant in how we lived our daily lives. He sometimes spoke of certain things as sins such as homosexuality and abortion, but the church was not filled with homosexuals that he could just preach them straight. It applied to very few individuals if anyone at all and it further reinforced an “us versus them” concept that we are good and holy while others are sinful and evil. We learned nothing, but it certainly made people feel better about themselves since they were not such people to have abortions or to lust after members of their own sex. As far as I could tell, the messages were designed merely for mass production and money-making as opposed to individual development. We could not really grow and receive the meat of the message at this church since we were all drowning in the milk of the message. We had a lot of fun, we enjoyed the people and the music, but ultimately we were looking for more than just fun. We wanted to learn and grow and to know God more.

                The Bible warned of such people in the last days who would go from place to place with ears itching to hear what made them happy. Of course, I often struggled with whether or not I did the same thing every time I disagreed with a church and went off to another one. I decided to err on the side of righteousness, however, since doing the right thing would likely be more pleasing in the eyes of an almighty and loving God. I would find a church that focused on doing right by others and not so much on one’s own self and merely feeling good and happy. Many Christians actually see this as being even worse, however, in that we are trying to earn the favor of God as if we are worth anything or could do anything of value. They see righteousness as living in the grace of God knowing that we can be nothing but sinful. It is indeed amazing what many viewpoints can be made from the same book.

                I began to give up on churches again. I still hoped to find a place to call home, but I realized that I would have to think critically about each and every one to see if I felt they aligned with the truth of God. I could not simply follow one as a lemming. God certainly would not approve such blindness when he simultaneously warned us of the wolves in sheep’s clothing and advised us to remain awake and alert. I would have to study and reason my own way through the faith—the one thing I absolutely did not want to do this time.
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   Reradicalization

    

   [image: ] met a new friend one day as I walked through a farmers’ market that sprawled throughout the streets of our city. I walked past a Seventh-Day Adventist named John who called out to passersby in order to take advantage of the foot traffic for evangelizing. I decided to go ahead and give him the time of day and listen to what he had to say. I had nothing to lose, after all, so why not listen? He gave me a book titled “The Next Superpower” and mentioned that their sect of Christianity focused highly on end-times which the book also discussed. We talked briefly and I went on my way thinking little of it.

                I had always been fairly interested in the end-times discussion and I had even read through Tim Lahaye’s and Jerry Jenkins’ Left Behind series even though I did not exactly agree with their vision of how it would play out. I had done a lot of studying of Revelation and the other prophecies and I had my own beliefs about it all, but there was no telling if any of my interpretations were right or wrong given all the symbolism and the seemingly misaligned timelines. I looked forward to reading this new book to see if it had any insights that I could use for my own understanding. I found myself rather engrossed in the book. I read it in only one or two days. While I certainly took much of it with a grain of salt, it did indeed have a few good points. It talked in great detail regarding the evil of the Catholic Church and how Seventh Day Adventists came to the conclusion that the organization of Catholicism is actually the prophesied antichrist.

                For the most part, I thought the arguments were pretty well laid out. It did not entirely convince me, but I certainly kept my eyes and mind open to determine if this could indeed be true. While I really enjoyed the insights and evidences for the evils of the Catholic Church and aligning it with prophecies of the anti-Christ, the book failed miserably when it came to the mark of the beast. It proclaimed the mark to be that of holding church services on Sundays rather than on Saturdays. It ignored the fact entirely that the mark needed to be the name or the number of the beast, 666, and that it would be placed on the left hand or forehead of the person aligned with the beast who would then be damned to destruction. One could also not buy or sell without the mark of the beast. How this book could come to this hideous and outrageous, intellectually insulting conclusion that Sunday services could be this mark, was beyond me. One must worship on Sunday to buy and sell things? One must wear Sunday worship on their forehead? It made no sense at all. 

   Perhaps the author thought that if he had enough logical arguments at the beginning of the book then he could just throw something in and have it believed unquestioned. It certainly did not work for me, and I really do not understand how anyone can believe this to begin with let alone hope to convince others. It is easy enough to believe that God wants Saturday worship to continue, but not that Sunday worships is the mark of the beast found in Revelation.

                I went and found John’s email from the church website and I began communicating with him about the book. I gave him my take on it and how I found it interesting and plausible apart from the mark of the beast. I also assured him that I thought it made more sense to worship on a Saturday since that was indeed the original Sabbath day, but not that everyone was damned to hell if they did otherwise. After all, Jesus himself had said that the Sabbath was made for man and not man for the Sabbath which pretty much nullified any power it could have to damn someone to hell for not adhering to it.

                I liked John, though, despite the foolish conclusion. We got together regularly throughout most of the rest of my faith up until the time I made the most heretical conclusion ever. I visited his church and met his people. I did so mostly with the intention of making a good impression of myself so as to be more trusted and respected. I wanted to be able to discuss things logically with anyone and everyone who might be willing to look beyond traditions and instead determine how best to make a true church that would be organized by God himself. They were all very good people who cared for one another as much as I could tell in a couple hours of knowing them. They had regular meals with each other and cared for the poor like the Bible demands and like real church should do. I really enjoyed them, but I simply could not sign up with their dogma regarding the Sabbath being so important. Love is important—not the Sabbath. 

                Since I had yet to find a church that seemed to be doing things right according to God from my understanding, I began considering in greater detail what church ought to be. I studied what the early church looked like in the book of Acts and other key parts of the Bible and I compared that against what we actually had for church today. I first noticed that the church found in Acts did not own their own building. They met in public spaces—free spaces—spaces paid for by taxes rather than by tithes. They did not even tithe at all since they shared everything they had. They sold their greatest possessions including their homes in order to give the money to those in greater need. They certainly did not pay for a pastor. The people focused on each other and helped each other in every way with no particular leader apart from God himself and his edict to love. This should not be some strange, one-time event; this is the very church that Jesus set out to create. The very church we now lack today.

   The early church’s get-togethers centered around eating meals with each other as opposed to ritualistically eating quarter-sized flesh and sipping on a thimble of blood once a month. They met on a daily basis and lived life together as a giant family rather than merely meeting once a week or perhaps only on Easter and Christmas like some terrible anti-social club. 

   No one led anyone else in the early church; individuals spoke messages as the Spirit came upon them and they all reasoned together whether or not it came from God. They would each contribute their own unique gifts of the Spirit as God doled them out. In fact, this sounds like what Jesus had intended when he said in Matthew 23:8 to call no one teacher. He explained that we all have the same teacher and that we were all brothers. In other words, we were all equal and revelation should come from God alone—not from man.

                This early church actually had the power of healing, prophesying, and speaking in tongues unlike all those fakers pretending they do. Seeing these contrasting differences, I came to the conclusion that if we actually did things properly (i.e. fanatically, selflessly, daily, and with a desire for actual obedience to God directly), then God would again reward our faithfulness in power. We needed life-long commitments to a communal setting dedicated to one another rather than semi-committing to weekly church clubs that make us feel special. 

   I decided then that I would no longer attend churches. I figured God did not ordain them since they were run by man and they hindered the progress of true faith. I found churches guilty of the same crimes of which Jesus accused the Pharisees, “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You shut the door of the kingdom of heaven in people’s faces. You yourselves do not enter, nor will you let those enter who are trying to.” I developed the following chart as I studied and compared the church of God to the church of man and I stood in awe at the stark contrast.
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                With my new-found knowledge, I began contemplating the idea of holding my own seminar to enlighten the masses. I also considered making a viral YouTube video with all my revelation. I had little experience in such things and I had no idea how to get people to attend or to watch such a video, but it seemed like a really good idea—apart from my lack of personal skills and presentation skills, of course. I recorded myself practicing a 34-page PowerPoint presentation which I had thrown together. It discouraged me beyond hope. I hated my voice, I hated my inflections, I hated my tone, and I knew I would not be reaching anybody with a presentation so dull and drab as this. I failed so exceedingly to inspire motivation even within myself that I knew it would not be worth my time. People would fall asleep before they could even hear any point I was trying to make. My efforts, yet again, fell short and vain. I had unmistakably not been given the gift of teaching nor apostleship. I could not rally people around a bucket of ice cream let alone around a message of dying to self and living for others.

                I then thought about turning my presentation into a book. I began writing about how terrible Christianity was and how everyone sucked at fulfilling the command to love. I explained that everyone missed the point, lived entirely selfish, and loved only their navels. As one might surmise, the tone of such statements did not come off too pleasant which made it quite unlikely to be read and awed. Realizing this, I began to think I could not teach even within a book. I second-guessed everything I wrote and I hated everything after reading it a few times. I could not get anything down that I could actually appreciate. On top of that, I could only ever write a few pages-worth of content before feeling like I said everything I wanted to say. It could hardly be called a book at all. I shared my pamphlety book with a few people in hopes to get some kind of support to keep trying, but given that I spoke against all of Christendom, I did not find any such support. I had to go back to the drawing board.

                I thought about Campus Crusade for Christ and how it engaged the students to live out their faith and gave everyone the opportunity to participate and give talks unlike at a church. It felt much closer to the church of the Bible than our modern-day churches even if still being quite far from it. I decided to attend Crusade at a nearby college in order to see if I could participate. I had hoped that perhaps my personality, when engaged face to face with someone, could help them come to my conclusions and then maybe I could find someone else with the gift of teaching or writing that could get my points across better than I. It seemed like a cop-out much like Moses making Aaron speak for him, but I could not think of a better option at the time.

                Crusade at Western Michigan University proved quite different from Tech. They actually had staff who did much of the work rather than allowing the students all the pleasure. Despite the disappointment, I did make a new friend my first night there. I told William how I had given up on churches and he assured me that his church, Threads, would change my perspective. I vocalized my lack of faith in his assertion and the foundational disconnect that he is evidently lacking to even assume it as a possibility. No man-made church could match what I now understood church to be. I agreed to give it a try anyway, however, so as not to come off closed-minded and in hopes to ultimately prove my point. 

   I immediately loved Threads, of course, as I often fell prey to seeing the good in a church by trying to be optimistic and hoping to finally finding the church of my dreams. It is much the same effect where we overlook the faults of a person we find attractive. Threads had a band with less-than-perfect people in it which hinted at more participatory ability and less vanity. The message series actually applied to me and many others as they had just started a series on marriage and raising kids. The people were friendly enough and I could actually approach the pastor without fear of some secret service hauling me off like a deranged fan. Just maybe, I thought, this church would prove different and maybe it would be open to my insights for the things it yet lacked.

                I got my first red flag, however, when I went and spoke with the pastor in private. I explained my hesitancy towards churches in general since I had yet to find one that truly followed God and they often seemed downright corrupt and shady. I explained that, due to my desire to scope out the church first, I would wait on tithing until I could feel certain that it would be a good use of my money. After all, I had already wasted so much on other churches like Radiant and Frontline. Pastor Lee (not the same as Radiant’s Pastor Lee, of course) surprised me with his response and it still surprises me even today. He appeared visibly taken aback and assured me unwaveringly that it would be a terrible idea to wait on giving him my money. 

   I expected something a tad more tactful like telling me how comfortable he felt with my questioning, or my desire to do what is right. Maybe he could appreciate my lack of accepting a church without testing it out first to ensure it is a Godly church. Such a response would have made me more at ease and might have made me more likely to begin tithing sooner. Instead, he pushed that I ought to tithe immediately. If I did not, it would withhold the blessings of God and it demonstrated a lack of faith on my part. I could not believe my ears, but I gave him the benefit of the doubt that he actually believed this rather than simply wanting my money so badly that he would so boldly demand it. Still, I did not tithe right away which probably set back my odds of being on Pastor Lee’s good list.

                Emily and I both attended the church for a while and we tried our best to make friends and participate. Like in many churches, the majority of people were too busy to do much outside of church itself, but we kept at it and we did manage to make a few friends that we would hang out with every so often. Meanwhile, I continued to study the Bible while seeking the power of God for the benefit of all mankind. 

   I could not find anywhere where the Bible claimed that the power of God should dissipate. I had every reason to believe it still remained. Jesus said we would do greater works than he did which is usually passed off as merely greater preaching or building wells for people rather than actual miracles like he performed. As far as everyone else was concerned, greater works could mean anything except the power of God since that obviously no longer existed. It always made me wonder why people even bothered praying for healing in the first place. Did they believe in the power or not? 

   I did not give in so easily to this interpretation of a powerless faith, of course, since Jesus directly juxtaposed his works of miracles with ours. He healed people, casted out demons, walked on water, and then said “Very truly I tell you, whoever believes in me will do the works I have been doing, and they will do even greater things than these.” Paul had been shipwrecked multiple times so clearly he could not calm seas nor walk on water. The greater miracles had yet to come. I kept coming back to our unworthiness and wondering how I might make myself worthy to bear the torch and show everyone the power since they would not merely listen to me without it.

                As I studied, I began to recognize the concept of a poor spirit. Twice in the gospels, Jesus is recorded as saying, “Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the Kingdom of God.” Perhaps we had to have a spirit of poverty to receive the power of God. Similarly, many other verses indicated worldly lust and riches as being a hindrance to the kingdom. Those who followed Jesus often left everything, sold everything, and followed him. There were parables about selling everything so as to buy the precious pearl or the treasure which were analogous to the Kingdom of God. I began to believe that perhaps I had too many worldly possessions. Maybe I did not yet show enough radical faith for the power. Sure, I had already lived quite poor in the past, but I also did not have as much understanding as I did now. And perhaps God wanted me to fail on my own power first to really drive home the need for his.

                I did not hesitate or flinch upon reaching this conclusion. I knew that I would have to be like the many people who followed Jesus by selling everything and living for the poor. It just so happened to be the year of 2009 and the market started to collapse in on itself. People were losing jobs and foreclosing on homes left and right. Emily happened to lose her job at this time and we tried for months to find her a new one. With such a dramatic decrease in income and combined with the insight that we ought to sell everything and live with a spirit of poverty, I decided we ought to allow our house to go into foreclosure. We probably would have been able to pull through on my income alone if we budgeted strictly and lived off Ramen noodles, rice, and potatoes for a while, but it appeared that God set this up perfectly to get us out of it. I felt exceeding pressure from God to get rid of this idol and to achieve his power to save the world—even more emphatically, to save my unborn son.

                We had recently found via ultrasound that our upcoming child had a leg deformity called fibular hemimelia. The doctor said he only had a tibia and no fibula in his left leg. The fibula is the smaller of the two bones in the lower leg and his could not be found. The tibia appeared stunted in growth and bent at nearly a ninety-degree angle. We prayed and prayed for healing but our cries were getting lost somewhere—probably in the walls of our house. We needed the power of God and I could not let an earthly possession and a commitment to pay for something as ungodly as a house stop me from getting it. My son would be the first to be healed and it would spark a transformation of the faith that would heal the world and bring about the coming of God and his eternal kingdom. I foresaw Christianity rising up in power and the evil atheists and Muslims rising up against us. The clash would be immense and the return of Jesus would deal the final blow. I could see it coming and it must be that God desired to use me to bring it about since I could not find anyone else who saw all these facts.

                People at church were not so happy about our choice to reduce our worldly nature, and Pastor Lee said we ought to fulfill our obligations to the mortgage. If only he understood as I did that worldly possessions are evil, he would not have been so quick to say that I needed to fulfill my obligations to Satan himself. He did not see what I saw. He did not believe in the power of God nor did he put enough faith in the teachings of the Bible. I had to do this to regain the power of God and to heal the world. Emily was not so keen on the idea herself, of course, but I promised her it would all be for the best. 

   We stopped paying immediately, and we moved into an apartment long before we needed to. We could have stayed in the house for nearly a year without paying a dime, but our goal did not include saving money as much as being rid of worldly idols. We were likely to be giving all our money away anyway so trying to save it to stay in a house that we knew we ought to be rid of seemed rather counterproductive. So we moved right away and paid the financial price for it. Money would prove useless when it came to the power of God anyway. We did not give up a house so much as we gave up our debt and for the great purchase of buying the kingdom of God. What a bargain!

                Such a radical decision which defied the advice of the pastor and everyone else around me clearly did not fit in my agenda when I originally came back to God in meekness and trembling, resolute in doing nothing crazy. But since churches could not agree on anything other than the Bible being the word of God, Jesus being God, and Jesus dying for our sins, I had no choice but to use my own brain to determine what the Bible really meant. There was simply too much at stake to pick a church at random and become a sedentary sheep believing all they told me with such a great likelihood that I would pick the wrong one. The chances were too small that I would pick the one church out of thousands that happened to be preaching all the right doctrines. 

   My brain would be required to determine proper doctrine and unfortunately this is where my brain on “Bible-is-True” drugs led me. I had dedicated myself to seeking, to finding, and to engaging in the truth of God. If this meant anything at all, if God guided such heart-felt effort, then I would have nothing to lose. I would not succumb like the lost lambs around me. I would not be confined by pharisaical pastors. I would not seek only what I wished to hear like a selfish atheist, but I would seek whatever proved true even if it went against all of Christendom. Even if it meant sacrificing my livelihood and that of my family, I would let God be true and every man a liar. I would discover the deep and hidden secrets within the Bible and I would work them out to once again receive the promised power of God. God’s kingdom would be restored!
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   Unthreading

    

   [image: ] thought about my previously radical choices in life and I contemplated how this act of going house-less might differ from past failures and seemingly ill-informed choices. I decided that all the previous events in my life were merely for my own personal learning. God wanted me in all those unique places, not because they were good places or because I would succeed, but because he wanted me to see the corruption. He wanted to emphasize that the prophecies of the kingdom being compromised had come to pass. One such prophecy is the parable of the kingdom being like dough where someone took leaven and worked it all through the dough until the entire thing was puffed up. 

   Up until this point, I had seen the dough parable as a good thing like many other Christians before me. We believed the kingdom would grow and expand like the dough and God would rule the world. But now I understood it quite differently. Jesus warned of the leaven of the Pharisees in Matthew, Mark, and Luke. Leaven had never possessed a positive connotation anywhere within the Bible so why would it be good here? Being puffed up is never good either, which is why yeast was looked down upon as symbolic vanity. It also did not follow that the world should become more and more wicked until God destroyed us yet again while simultaneously proclaiming that the kingdom would expand in such a way as to take over. Those would be contradictory prophecies. No, this parable was definitely a prophecy of the fall of Christianity which went hand in hand with the fall of humanity.

                In 2 Thessalonians 2, Paul reported that a falling away had to take place prior to the return of Christ and he proclaimed that this falling away had already begun. In 2 Timothy 3, Paul prophesied that people would have a form of godliness yet deny its power. He could not have been talking about unbelievers since atheists would have no form of godliness at all. In 2 Peter 2, Peter warns of false prophets being all over and exclaiming that a dog returns to its vomit and a washed pig returns to the mud. The Bible made quite clear that the kingdom would fall away from the original message of Jesus. The message would become corrupt and it would revert to the original problem that the Pharisees had: it would proclaim that rituals and belief save a person and that deeds meant nothing. Further, it would utilize the fear of God to control the people for their monetary benefit. This is exactly what has happened.

                God brought me full circle to being the radical little Jesus freak I once was and he used all my failings in life to teach me valuable lessons. I could now relate to others in many ways and the experiences now fueled my flame all the more. I knew the frustrations of being obese, to have acne, to be disliked and ridiculed, to have marital struggles, to go to jail, to raise kids, to be depressed, to live under the lies of multiple doctrines of faith, to be angry, abused, and even abusive. I experienced first-hand all the corruption in the churches, being taken advantage of, having my money fund those wealthier than me, and grieving over the deformity of a child.

                I became more vocal at work about my faith and the corruption I saw, but I remained cautious and chose carefully to whom I spoke. When visitors would come from India, I would befriend them as much as possible and share my story with them. I wrote up all the miracles in my life and how God had saved my marriage. I bought them all New Testament Bibles written in Marathi and Hindi depending on their native tongue. I had hopes they would come to Christ and influence their country when they got back home. They enjoyed our time together outside work as I took them to local sights and restaurants. They seemingly did not think of me as pushy and even today some of them reach out every once in a while. They liked me and there is certainly no better way to help people see the light of one’s message than by being a good friend. Despite the friendship, I did not hear of any one of them coming to Christ.

                I began sharing my insights on the state of Christianity with the members of Threads while trying to become an integral part of it to gain credibility. I joined the praise band briefly and began practicing with them and learning some of their songs. I played along on my guitar and I tried to share some of my own favorite songs during any downtime. I got together with a few people on occasion and spoke about my ideas of what church should be like and just what would happen if it were.

                As with most of my past revelations, people did not like hearing that I thought the structure of church resulted as a byproduct of a corrupt organization that overrode the original intent of Jesus and suppressed the working of the Spirit of God as evidenced by their murder of anyone who disagreed. The hierarchy of priests came after Jesus had died and long after Pentecost. The only priests up until that point were considered children of the devil by Jesus himself. Jesus said that no one should be teacher and that we were all equal—he instantiated no hierarchy. Power-hungry men made the hierarchy later and then turned it into a governmental rule that began killing anyone who did not agree with their positions. 

   It should be fairly obvious that this new hierarchy did not exactly mimic the heart of Jesus. From this hierarchy which became known as Catholicism came the Protestants who basically ended up doing the exact same things. They had pastors, priests, buildings, communion etc. They followed the exact same format of Catholicism despite having recognized that the organization served the devil himself. They should have taken a further step back and realized that the structure should never have been made to begin with. God had never given the order for the hierarchy let alone the atrocities it committed in his name.

                Personally, I found such revelation to be exceedingly insightful and I believed that church leaders should welcome such critical thinking so that they could be all the more powerful and useful in pursuing the will of God. If truly they were seeking God and not only running a club or business of which they were the head, they would be all about discussing such things and determining how best to follow the will of God. Alas, this never seems to be the case. They shut out anything that they did not already agree with and without so much as considering the evidence. I discussed these ideas with members of the church rather than with Pastor Lee directly since I did not have as much experience with him and he seemed a little closed-off. So I tried setting up a time to discuss with Willis—one of the praise band leaders. I mentioned that I wanted to discuss important things about how church operated, but he would not commit to any particular time to discuss.

                I thought my enthusiasm to improve the church would be taken as a grand sign of initiative and faith. I am not sure how I could have remained so blind to the fact that no one ever sees such motivation from a new person as a good thing. They see it as infiltration and divisiveness. One day, Willis told me that he had set up a meeting with himself, Pastor Lee and me. I found it odd to immediately get Pastor Lee involved since I was hoping to speak first with Willis and then use the experience to fine-tune the message and how I presented it. Or, if Willis agreed with what I had to say, perhaps he could have taken it to Lee himself and would have had more weight in convincing him. Still, since Lee had already been informed and invited, I shrugged it off with delight to finally have the floor to discuss these things with both of them and I figured that God had his hand in it. 

   After a short period of time, however, a little voice in my head warned me that things were not quite right. I asked Willis directly if he intended the meeting to talk about what I wanted to share or if they wished to discuss things about me as a form of corrective action. He assured me they wanted nothing like that and that he only wished to hear what I had to say. He confidently asserted that he would most certainly tell me if it were otherwise. He failed to convince me and the uneasiness remained strong, but it did not appear I would get any more information out of him.

                I sent an email to Pastor Lee and Willis thanking them for their willingness to get together with me while providing a few links to things I had written which I felt explained my beliefs fairly well. I said that if they could read them before the meeting that it would really help the conversation flow a lot better so that they could have a full understanding of my position prior to discussing. No one responded to the email. The uneasiness grew. The date approached and I still heard nothing. Fearing that indeed this meeting would not be about my ideas as much as about me personally, I sent a follow-up email. I mentioned that I understood they were busy people and I assured them that they need not read the articles if they did not have the time. I offered that I could instead discuss the ideas at the meeting whether they read up on them or not. I still heard only crickets. Everything seemed cold and unfriendly and my uneasiness grew by the minute.

                When the day came, Willis did not even show up. Scott, an elder of the church, took his place of honor. Lee started off by applauding the wisdom behind my retracting the request that they read my blog posts. He explained that the initial request evidenced my desire to control the meeting as with so many other things I tried to control. Clearly, I had been lied to about the whole intent of the meeting and God had revealed it to me early on. I had no need to steal control when I had been expressly offered it. I merely behaved proactively to make the time most effective. It is called planning and is indicative of a good leader or teacher which should be applauded rather than scolded. He continued and said that he had not really read my writings, but he did glance at one and immediately became concerned with how I write. 

   In one article, I had indicated that all churches hinder the working of the Spirit and thus, Lee concluded, I must have felt this way about Threads as well. I indicated the accuracy of his conclusion without being particularly ashamed of it. From my perspective, I figured he would be interested to know why I would make such a statement since he had not read any further to actually gain such understanding. Unfortunately, keeping in line with past experiences, he showed no interest at all in why I would say such a thing; he simply cared that I had thought it to begin with and indicated that this would not be acceptable.

                Lee continued by expressing that I might have a different goal with how church is run and that perhaps I should start my own church rather than trying to take over his. At the time, this did not really hit home with me. I did not see any churches as belonging to any particular person but rather being an extension of God’s kingdom. Unless, of course, the church sought only personal gain rather than Godly growth. I saw the purpose of each of us as seeking and following God—not running an organization of which someone could own. I never desired to take it over, run the show, or lead anything; I only wanted to provide insight into do things as God had plainly commanded in the Bible—as should be their desire as well. Nobody owned church except God alone and he should be able to use it at his discretion. Lee would hear nothing of my understanding though. He said that perhaps I had a different vision and that this is the essence of di-vision with di meaning two: two visions. He saw me as divisive without so much as an inkling of desire to know what I truly believed God desired.

                I asked him about his own vision while pondering how it could possibly be different from mine. I had assumed the vision of all Christians should be to seek God’s Kingdom and to help it grow by loving God, loving others, and sharing our faith. I might have guessed that his response came directly out of a pyramid scheme book. His vision, in his own words, was to raise up leaders that would go out to plant more churches which would create even more leaders ad infinitum. Surprised, I asked, “So, it is not about helping people, loving people, and serving God?” He clarified this as his mission as opposed to his vision. This did not quite make sense to me. Our missions were thus the same and we should then use God’s vision to accomplish it—and if God’s vision is laid out in the Bible, why would we not follow it?

                Looking back as an atheist, I am more capable of understanding Lee’s position and how he might think that my intent was to run his church differently. For him, churches were run by mankind with their individual ideas on how best to spread the faith and, more likely, to bring in money. I could not have been more ignorant of such an idea of church. It never even crossed my mind that a legitimate church might be one person’s business or organization with their own unique visions and goals like some kind of company. We were all supposed to follow God and do as he directs with the gifts and capabilities he provides us. Some people were gifted at orchestrating the gathering of people, but they were never meant to rule over them or own them. I saw the role of a pastor as being a conduit for the rest of us to seek and find God and to live out his commands as we learned them. They were not meant to run anything but simply to provide insight and guidance for us to ponder. Apparently, not everyone saw it that way—particularly not Pastor Lee and most every pastor I knew before him. 

   Lee thought I was trying to force my way over his way rather than presuming that God might have his own way and that this should most certainly trump his own. Perhaps he did not really believe in a God who might have his own vision. Or perhaps he subconsciously knew that his God could not truly speak to provide a vision. If a person believes God is living and active, it should make sense that he would have a way of doing things that is good and proper and that any way of man would likely hinder that. We would merely need to listen and follow.

                Lee’s unwillingness to discuss the points I had shocked me considerably. He could only muster speaking ill of me for having points to make in the first place. He emphasized a number of times that I, being new to the church, could hardly proclaim to have any input. He further explained that he would have to learn to trust me before listening to my ideas. This astonished me all the more seeing as I could defend my position with the very word of God whom he most certainly ought to be willing to trust. On top of that, why does one need to trust a person in order to merely listen to what they have to say and contemplate the validity? I am personally willing to hear the ideas of any man and contemplate them as time would allow. Without a doubt, there are too many people in the world to give everyone an ear, but he and I were right there, right then, speaking with one another. Why close ears on such an occasion? 

   Even if a random homeless man approached me to speak, I would still listen and consider—especially since God could disguise his messengers however he wished. Such a person could be an incognito angel. It may have only taken ten seconds to consider what conspiratorial dribble would come from a random person’s mouth, but I would not deny the conversation in the first place and I may even try providing counter evidence to his beliefs until I deemed such a person unwilling or incapable of listening to reason. Pastor Lee should be no less capable to hear what I had to say about church and God’s desires. God could certainly speak through me as through any man or even a donkey. I could very well be a prophet appointed by God himself to instruct churches for all he knows. Yet still, why could I not have a fresh set of eyes, being new, to see things that perhaps others miss or do not realize affect new-comers? Certainly, I could have some valid input, but he did not care to hear anything I had to say.

                Lee continued to talk about my tone as being arrogant with no humility since I thought I knew God’s way. From my perspective, I stood strong in confidence since I truly believed what I thought God had revealed to me from the Bible. If he truly believed that God lived and remained active, it should be no surprise that someone could indeed be directed by God and thus truly know God’s desires. I believed God had shown me these things and nearly directly spoke them to me. He impressed them upon my heart as I read his word and prayed fervently day in and day out. I felt as if I had very clear knowledge from on high but everyone else saw it as merely my own interpretation which may or may not be correct. Seeing it that way, it would indeed appear arrogant to act like I know when I should be honest enough to say that I do not. Even still, arrogant or not, why not discuss the points anyway? I could not understand why he would shut me down before I could even explain myself.

                Lee also informed me that Willis reported my attempts at controlling the praise band practices and he used this as further evidence of my trying to take over things in the church much like I tried to take over our meeting. I sat bewildered and astonished. My face contorted in extreme confusion as I asked how this could possibly be that Willis would say such a thing. He explained that I had played from my own songbook during their practice when clearly I should be playing their songs instead. 

   I sat there at a loss for words as I tried to recall what had happened. I thought back to when I played my own songs and I tried to dissect my motivation for doing so. I had no desire to control the practice by any means. I simply shared songs that I had played and liked in the past and that I knew others liked as well. I thought maybe they would hear a song and conclude it was good and decide that they might try it. I certainly did not expect that I could control the meeting and demand that we play my songs or anything. 

   Could such sharing of my own interests and joys really be interpreted as having a control complex? Or even worse, could such a desire to share truly be bent on control without my conscious awareness? I, of course, did not believe that my attempts to share were attempts to take over; I merely wanted to share a part of myself. I wanted to belong, to be known, and to bring my unique experiences to the table. Is that not how one participates? It did not occur to me in the slightest that my contributions would not be welcome and that I would be expected to simply do as I was told and nothing more like some kind of militaristic establishment.

                I can see now, however, how a strong desire to contribute and improve an organization can be taken as attempts to overthrow it. And yet, I can still see that an organization bent on impacting the world should be open to ideas, opinions, and the inherent differences in the body of people that make it up. Alas, one cannot apparently jump in with excitement to participate and make oneself useful in any organization. Sadly, I think I only learned that just a year ago as I tried improving things at work too quickly. Perhaps overthrowing and participating can look the same depending on a person’s personal skills. Evidently, I lacked in that arena. I had always wanted to be more than a mere church mouse watching others do all the work. I had always wanted to be active and helpful and to serve my God and mankind with pride. These are supposed to be good qualities of a church member and yet they continually brought me trouble.

                It should not be so terrible to hear someone’s ideas and experiences. It should not be so terrible to share in the joy and excitement of someone who has different knowledge and points of view with a passion to express it. We are supposed to be equals at the table of God and yet clearly this is not the case. Even with an authoritative book to settle any dispute and to prove a person right or wrong, such conversations are just not in the cards. I can only perceive that this is because each Christian, deep down, knows the book is worthless for clear communication and direction. 

   Christians believe because they want to and they keep their cognitive dissonance hidden behind anger and hate. Logical conversations are unlikely because they bring to light every problem with the faith that might expose their weakest points. They could only possibly get to this point in their life by lying to themselves or by not asking enough questions. Friendly discourse using the Bible as a guide would be the quickest way to dispel those lies and to ask those damning questions. Thus, anyone claiming to know something that disagrees with another must obviously be arrogant and full of pride. We can know nothing despite the authoritative book.

                I had been called arrogant and proud many times before, but not so directly by a pastor. Such accusations came as soon as I first spoke out against what problems I saw in Christianity. I learned to expect it as an attack just as Jesus warned would occur, but I daily contemplated whether or not there exists any such arrogance and pride within me. I examined myself carefully and without scruple since I cared deeply to be a godly man. Since my statements were always refuted with insult rather than with sound argumentation, I could only assuage my fears by concluding that my arguments were valid. People simply did not like what I had to say for one reason or another. 

   If these insult-retorters were God’s people and believed God’s Word, then in theory they should be open to hearing what God’s Word says they should do. Oddly enough, during our discourse, Pastor Lee and Scott simultaneously shouted out, “whoa, whoa, whoa” in fear I would read from the Bible as I reached for it. I had intended only to grab some notes from within it, but the reaction so surprised me that I became almost certain that these men were of the devil. I wondered why else they would so fear the opening of the Bible.

                Due to such arrogance as I purportedly had, Lee asked me to conform to his church or leave without so much as hearing me out. He admonished me to strongly think about and decide if I really want to be a part of Threads. If I did, I would have to fix my vain behavior. If not, then farewell, good luck, and “don’t let the doorknob hit you where the good Lord split you.” I left the discussion entirely frustrated and shaken up. I felt as if I just spoke with Satan himself trying to shut me up. Having a low self-esteem to begin with from my many past experiences, I could hardly stand being slandered with no redemptive access to discussing the merits of my beliefs. They condemned me as arrogant and proud solely because others did not like what I had to say and thus they went and complained about it to the pastor. I got into my car unable to stop myself from shaking. If I spoke the truth, they must be aligned with the devil himself to accuse me so harshly. If I did not speak the truth, I had no ability to see it any other way since no one cared to discuss my ideas.

                Rain pounded on my windshield with heavy glops as I drove away. The windshield wipers furiously swished in vain perfectly juxtaposing my feelings of beating at the wind in futility. As the thunder rolled and dark clouds bellowed in, I cried out to God, “I cannot take this anymore! Judge me or judge him! Strike one of us dead with lightning and show once and for all who is in the right!” My mind raced in frustration and confusion as I struggled with my position and my feelings, having yet again been accused of being arrogant, proud, and ungodly for what I believed. 

   I had tried to reject my unpopular beliefs and I had even accused myself of foolishness many times, but studying always brought me right back to what I had learned. I could not disown what I deeply knew to be true. If my beliefs were wrong, then God himself would have to stop me. My beliefs remained steady as rock and I clearly had no capability of changing them.

   Not wanting to defy God, I thought it best that he confirm me or else blot me from existence. My heart could no longer take the burden of questioning and fighting for my own relevance in the faith and I wished to do no harm for his kingdom. For too long I had fought against what had become of Christianity while wholly believing myself to serve the Christian God. For too long I had been accused of evil despite a whole-hearted desire for righteousness. I could bear no more and I wished either for death or confirmation in my efforts.

                Unbeknownst to pastor Lee, I had been recording the entire conversation on my phone so that I could share it with my wife when I got home. I expected ahead of time that it would be quite an unbelievable story so I made sure to have proof. Emily had always been quite slow to agree with my disposition and my intuition regarding the kindness of the pastor or much of any of my theological conclusions. I could not wait to bring it home for her to witness personally how severely the pastor shot me down without even trying to hear my point of view—and how scared they were when I grabbed my Bible!

                Being near my wife as I listened, I found myself hearing it from her point of view which, naturally, sided with the pastor rather than with me. I had long since determined she had lost faith in me as a spiritual leader given our history at this point. As I listened from both her and the pastor’s perspective with a bias against myself, I found myself understanding the pastor’s point of view more fully. 

   I suddenly understood how I could be deemed as a trouble-maker for busting in and trying to change everything. I saw how people did not like hearing me constantly complain that things were wrong. They saw me as divisive and critical, and Pastor Lee focused on this very point. He had little interest in what I had to say because he meant for the meeting to address these particular attitudes, not so much my point of view. Nobody wanted to listen to the ideas of a vain, egotistical monster such as myself. It had nothing to do with the content, but the content is all I wished to discuss. We were coming at the conversation from two different perspectives and we may have both been right in our own accord. That very moment, however, I understood how ugly I looked to everyone else. I could not feel any lower as a human being.

                With this revelation, my faced drooped in stupefied horror at my failings. I began to cry regretfully at the catastrophe of my life as I sat listening with Emily. She actually seemed rather pleased at this—presumably for the sake of my growth rather than my pain. I felt slightly better in that she respected my honesty in my revelation of my revoltingness, yet my stomach sank as I simultaneously felt disrespected that she believed I needed such remorse to begin with. I had never intended to be so terrible; I only ever focused on being the best I could be. I never did get a very good role model to explain to me how normal people conducted social business. While I personally knew I meant no malice, it still hurt deeply knowing that I could be viewed so harshly from so many people simply for trying to be the best I could be for God. What more could be asked of people than that they try their hardest?

                I wrote an apology email to Pastor Lee which so demonstrated my humility that perhaps the self-loathing within could have been mistaken for a joke or a farce. I meant every word at the time, but I am now quite embarrassed at my foolishness. I expressed my deepest sorrow for my disgusting behavior and I virtually groveled at his feet.

    

   Words escape me right now as I am so extremely humbled. I simply cannot understand how I can be so in the wrong and yet have believed I was so right. If not for God, I'm not sure if there'd be any hope for me. My arrogance and pride know no bounds. I cannot apologize enough. I don't even know where to begin to mend this situation and I beg of you to forgive me and work with me and not cast me aside. I love God so much and I am so ashamed of how I misrepresent Him. I apologize to everyone I have hurt and displayed my arrogance to. Please forgive me. I wish only to serve the Lord and by letting no man stand in the way I found there was no man to serve but my own ignorant heart. Please work with me and correct this spirit within me. I've only ever known a critical heart as that is the culture we live in. Please take the time to teach me otherwise. Again I am so sorry and I know words can never be enough. Please forward my apologies to Scott and anyone else who has had a grievance against me.

    

   I owe you both deeply and I fear every word I now write. I'm just so afraid to condemn myself. I am willing to make time wherever necessary to speak further with you. I so despise the very air around me right now and I just want to be free from the very curse I thought I was already freed from. Tell me when you are available and I will certainly make the time even if it's today, tomorrow, or even now. I just feel like Jacob wrestling with God for blessing with the fear of Esau to destroy me. Please have faith in my willingness to learn.

    

   I expected Lee’s response to be a little more consoling, perhaps cheerful or uplifting, but as we know, expectation is often the mother of disappointment. I had envisioned a joyous celebration of sorts. I was arrogant and proud and yet I came to my senses and repented. Perhaps he could have said something to the effect of, “I am so glad to hear that you are repentant. That takes a great deal of courage to admit when you are wrong. I will certainly help you get past this. Try not to be so hard on yourself; we all make mistakes. You are forgiven and I look forward to seeing what you can become. I admire your passion so let us put it to good use.” It is short, simple, and makes me feel like a person. Instead, I received the following response:

    

   You can put away the condemnation, because God already has.  That’s the good news we have, isn’t it?  I could meet with you next Wed.  You name the time because I am not sure when you have to leave for work.

    

   It demonstrated such little desire to encourage me. He put forth the least amount of effort one could possible put towards helping someone who now loathes himself and who is quite obviously in need of some form of reassurance and support.

   When we met again, Lee showed no more personal face to face than in the email. He blankly provided a participant’s vow for me to sign to indicate my submission and desire to support the church. He did say he would be willing to work with me to help improve upon my failed social skills, but despite the words of affirmation and the promise to work with me, he still pushed basic compliance and really seemed more interested in my leaving the church. He did not appear happy at all when I mentioned my desire to sign the vow or that I would even agree to be such a blind supporter. He still did not care to discuss anything I had to say even after clearing up the communication gap and demonstrating my willingness to learn and thus my lack of arrogance. He merely put on a false smile while coldly desiring me to be gone. 

   I decided to try sticking it out despite the awkward feelings. I thought that perhaps I had misread him and that this indicated yet another failing of mine in the social arena. I had begun writing a lot of poetry around this time and I wrote the following song as I wallowed in my failures and considered myself trash once more. I entitled it “Growing (Shutting Up)”. I asked Willis if he could add some actual music to it since that arena highlighted yet one more failure of mine to be good at anything, but he did not take me up on the offer.

    

   Verse 1

   For once in my life what I have to say

   Is that I have nothing at all to say

   I’ve said enough and I’ve said way too much

   And now I would just like to pray

    

   Chorus

   Lord grant me the grace to enjoy my life

   And to let others enjoy theirs too

   I no longer wish to fight the race

   But to run along home to You

   A teacher I’m not and a preacher I’m not

   Just a child devoted to You

   Use me in ways that you see fit

   And stop me from misusing You.

    

   Verse 2

   Balance is hard on this tight-rope of faith

   I find black and white’s not the way

   Since my balance is poor with no strength in my core

   What is there more I can say except pray

    

   The fear of being misunderstood and the anguish from being so terrible tore me up inside while I had only desired so strongly to serve God. I loved God so deeply but I feared that every step I made might indicated otherwise—that I was a mere fool. I studied even harder trying to rid myself of any false understanding and remaining folly. I froze as I read the passages in Matthew 19:21-26

    

   Jesus answered, “If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” When the young man heard this, he went away sad, because he had great wealth. Then Jesus said to his disciples, “Truly I tell you, it is hard for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of heaven. Again I tell you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.” When the disciples heard this, they were greatly astonished and asked, “Who then can be saved?” Jesus looked at them and said, “With man this is impossible, but with God all things are possible.”

    

   I felt that uneasy twinge I often felt when something in the text did not seem right. “Who then can be saved?” What kind of question is that in response to Jesus saying it is hard for the rich to enter the kingdom of God? Why does the difficulty of the rich entering the Kingdom make it hard for all people to be saved? The logic of it made no sense. They certainly knew full well that not everyone was rich. Certainly there were plenty of poor people that could then enter the kingdom. The prosperity doctrine actually makes reference to this verse by indicating that all followers of God become rich and thus it would make it more difficult to enter and create a seeming paradox. Such logic fits, but I no longer believed in the prosperity doctrine. We were called to live humbly and nearly poor. We were called in the verses just prior to those to sell everything and give it to the poor in order to have treasures in heaven rather than on Earth. Something did not make any sense with the confusion of the disciples.

                I looked up the word “saved” as I felt this might hold the key missing ingredient. The website www.blueletterbible.org is great for such research. The word was σῴζω (sō'-zō). It mostly means to be saved from something. But as I looked at the usage of the word, I noticed that many times it had been translated as “healed” as opposed to “saved.” The woman with the issue of blood had been saved when she touched Jesus’ garment. Jesus told people as he healed them that it was their faith that had saved them. The Bible utilized the word sō'-zō in many ways which did not indicate being saved from eternal torment, but to mean saved as in the literal sense of current danger or affliction. If the word meant saved in this way, then perhaps it made more sense that the disciples expected a need for money. If no rich people enter the kingdom, then they would not have the necessary funds to help the poor and so save them in their times of need. This might also make a great argument to presume that Jesus did not truly perform miracles since they were so bent on money to help people, but that line of reasoning came at a later date.

                It astonished me to think that money might actually be necessary, but I remembered that they indeed must have collected money from people since Judas Iscariot acted as their treasurer. He even stole from it regularly. But why did they need money? When Mary Magdalene poured out perfume on Jesus’ feet, the disciples were concerned with the money that could have been earned and given to the poor by selling it. Jesus often encouraged everyone to sell everything and give to the poor. It seemed much like Jesus ran a legitimate non-profit operation through the means of the worldly currency. Even though Jesus supposedly healed people miraculously left and right and fed thousands with a few fish and loaves of bread, the disciples were quite fixed on money and worldly methods of doing things. Perhaps Jesus taught them to work in this manner as the common means to help, but even if they lacked money, with God they could still accomplish much.

                Saved, perhaps, did not so much mean entering heaven when one died as much as it meant freedom from pain and suffering here on Earth—and it took money, for the most part, to do it. This got me considering more about the Kingdom of God. Perhaps this, too, had significance beyond a far-off notion of something we would enter into after we died. It sounded as if Jesus’ disciples expected a need for the rich to “enter the kingdom” in order to use their money to help people. But that would indicate that the Kingdom existed here and now on Earth. And if the rich did not enter the kingdom, then the money would not be around and they could do very little to save people. The kingdom must apparently be something we could enter into here and now rather than after death. 

   Of course, Jesus did say just that, but it is hard to understand sometimes when our minds are so focused on what we think we already know. He said the kingdom is near and that no one can observe it by saying “here it is” or “it is over there.” He indicated that it could not be seen with careful observation and that we should never believe anyone saying anything regarding its coming. Thus, it is not a physical thing or even a spiritual thing that exists to be seen after death. It is a spiritual concept. Jesus said it is among us. It is us. The kingdom is the very people on Earth dying to self and living out love toward one another—a humanist message by all standards.

                I did a search for every reference of the kingdom of heaven as well as the kingdom of God and the results aligned with my thinking. Jesus said that his casting out of demons indicated that the Kingdom was already here and now upon us. Prostitutes and tax collectors were said to be entering the kingdom already and this, before the Pharisees. Jesus said that God sent him to preach this very kingdom and that it is near in proximity and even among us. He followed with an admonition to believe this good news of the kingdom’s coming. He did not preach that the kingdom would be some far-off afterlife. He preached the kingdom as being now and this was indeed good news. This is certainly what the people understood as the good news as well since they had already hoped for an afterlife—all but the Sadducees, anyway—so it would not have been anything new if he came only to preach the way to eternity. They already had eternal hope through sacrifice and ritual.

                Jesus’ death, then, did not prove very good news. The prophecy of the good news indicated the coming of a leader and the establishment of a kingdom—not a promise of eternal bliss in heaven after death. When Jesus sent out the disciples, he told them to preach “the kingdom is at hand,” not salvation from hell and eternity in heaven through the blood sacrifice of Jesus. In fact, despite the three years of teaching, they still had no clue that Jesus would even die. They did not understand this until the last supper on the night Judas betrayed Jesus and handed him over to the Pharisees. Evidently, Jesus did not speak about his death, but rather he taught about life in the kingdom being established here and now that one could only see by the reshaping of his or her mind with a dedication toward love and peace.

                Many verses also explained what the kingdom is, or would be, like. Jesus specifically said that the kingdom does not come with careful observation since it is already among us. As Jesus also put it, the kingdom is not about eating and drinking (i.e. rituals and beliefs or even communion specifically), but of righteousness, peace, and joy in the Holy Spirit. And if someone was not born again, they would not be able to see this kingdom. I began to understand and see this kingdom all the more. I had died to sin and became alive to righteousness and peace. I had been born again into doing good things for people and loving others. Indeed, I already belonged to God’s kingdom which is why I could see and understand so much that seemed hidden to others.

   God reigned as King and he guided and directed me as his loyal and living subject. Mankind did not rule me in the world and neither did any pastors. The gospel had been entirely messed up as Jesus and Paul both predicted but I could personally see through it now. The good news had everything to do with the kingdom being at hand and ushering in peace and a way of life where people wished to treat others with respect and dignity and give up their lives of selfishness. This is the kingdom that Jesus preached—and what a magnificent kingdom it would be for those who partook of it!

                After recognizing all of this, I simply could no longer stay within the church. Every time I studied and learned, I became more and more convinced that my ideas were right. Perhaps no one would give me the time of day, but I could not in good conscious support a church any longer. I would have to find my own way and God-willing I would.

                This time, I had permanently sworn off churches. I knew there could be no benefit within their walls except perhaps to speak with people to call them out of it. I would not be persuaded to re-enter the harlot’s gates and be swayed by her tempting of community, belonging, and her satisfying moans of “God loves you just the way you are.” Perhaps the statement is true that God loves us how we are, but loving someone thusly does not mean you do not wish for them to improve and to live a better life. In fact, loving someone deeply means that you want what is best for him or her. We love our children just the way they are but certainly we also wish for them to grow, to learn, and to behave. I so loved the true church that I absolutely could not submit to the false one. I was back on my own to study the Word and to follow God as I saw fit.

                It made sense to me that the church would be so pleasant and good and yet harbor so much evil. After all, if Satan wants to win, he cannot be so obviously evil or else people would reject it outright. He would have to somehow disguise his evil such that it could be rationalized as good even though the deep truth behind it supported evil. In fact, evil people often claim that they provide a service and do well by people. They justify their evil in some way rather than truly recognizing it as bad and they convince others of it as well. Nazis, for example, thought they were liberating the Germans and ridding the world of a pestilence. Most did not truly see their acts as evil or they at least blinded themselves to it. The church operated the same way in my eyes: evil yet presumed benevolent.

                I read through Proverbs hoping to seek out more wisdom, and I came across the warning against the adulterous woman in Proverbs 7. As if revelation from God himself, I immediately understood these verses to be about the church. The church is often called the bride of Christ in the Bible and this woman in Proverbs was indeed the bride of a man. The woman claims that her husband has gone on a long journey and that he took his money with him. In other words, Jesus left and took his power with him. She then offers other men to come and have adulterous relationships with her and she entices them into adulterous ways of ignoring the commands of God to live out radical love and peace. While her husband is gone, she teaches freedom from condemnation whilst doing all manner of evil. And many have died at her hands.

                In both Luke 12 and Matthew 24 it talks about servants recognizing their master as having been gone a long time so they start to beat the other servants. The servants who wish to serve God the way he originally intended would be beaten by the servants who twisted and corrupted his message. It is the same story and one that I personally experienced. The husband and the master alike had gone away for a long time and the wayward wife or servant took notice and misbehaved. The servants mistreated other servants and the adulterous woman convinced others into her way of life to commit evil acts with no fear of punishment. It matched perfectly with church today. The message mimicked it exactly: “Jesus is gone, we can do as we please, and there will be no condemnation.” The final verses of Proverbs 7 held a strong warning about this adulterous church, “Do not let your heart turn to her ways or stray into her paths. Many are the victims she has brought down; her slain are a mighty throng. Her house is a highway to the grave, leading down to the chambers of death.”

                The church calls out with sweet words and promises of love and happiness and yet guides everyone completely astray from the truth of God’s Kingdom which then leads them to their demise. She corrupts souls and leads people down a path to hell. Merely entering her doors invited danger because it feels so good to be misled into believing we are right with God and heading toward heaven while walking the path toward hell. The labels on the churches claim heaven and they proclaim my path as hell, but truly the labels were reversed. 

   I warned Emily about all of this but she still wished to attend Threads for the sake of developing friendships. I made it quite clear that I very much did not approve if she continued to attend and that I believe such actions would be disobedient to God on two accounts: entering the church of the harlot being one and going against the wishes of her husband the second. I assured her, however, that I would not try to stop her apart from expressing my extreme disapproval at her obvious rejection of God’s commands.

                She went to Threads a couple more times, but she eventually stopped. Each time she went, my heart broke into pieces the way a father’s heart would break knowing his 15-year-old daughter is sneaking out to commit crimes, have sex, and do drugs. Emily never really quit going as a personal choice, but because she felt compelled to comply so as not to cause strife with me. After a few months of studying on her own and reading with me early in the morning, however, she expressed her gratitude that I helped her escape the clutches of the church. Despite having proven myself in this way, she still held reservations in regard to my other revelations. I kept hopeful that one day she would understand.
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   Looking In and Reaching Out

    

   [image: ] continued studying and praying about what more I could do with my newfound knowledge of the faith. I began reading a pattern throughout the Bible regarding care for the poor. I made a list of all the times God asked us to care for the poor and I stood in awe of my new discovery. So many times it said that he cared more for our actions of helping the needy than anything else. In Ezekiel, the prophet mentioned that Sodom and Gomorrah were condemned because they were overfed and unconcerned with the poor and needy. He did not even mention their sexual sins for which they were supposedly destroyed and for which the term sodomy was coined. Whether or not God truly cared about homosexual relations or bestiality, God’s heart cared more for the poor, and he destroyed them for their lack of mutual concern. 

   Excitement welled within me as I considered that this might be the very key to the power of God to do all the more good in the world. Healing, casting out demons, prophecy, and ultimate satisfaction—it could all be available to everyone simply by caring for and helping the poor! I shouted out to everyone I knew and explained the situation. I showed the verses and I expressed my desire to do something. I could find no one who cared as much as I did, of course. Jesus had once said that his food was doing the will of God so this reminded me a lot of the parable of the feast that everyone was too busy for. They could not be bothered with the poor and thus they would miss out on the feast that God prepared for them. Their food was certainly not that of doing the will of God.

                I immediately tried to put my new learning to practice. The homeless were always hanging out at a McDonald’s across the street from a shelter called The Gospel Mission. I sat down and looked around while watching all that went on around me. I began chatting with a homeless man named Rick—a disheveled man of skin and bones with a gleam of insanity in his eyes and an air of ultimate knowledge about the workings of the world in his voice. He had a few teeth and his low-cut jean shorts almost fit, while his leather skin hung off his bones. I befriended him and bought him coffee on a regular basis. I even took him shopping for new clothes and shoes. Rick became my go-to guy for any insights regarding the homeless. He would often introduce me to people and tell me all about everyone. He loved to tell everyone that I was starting a church despite my never having claimed so and despite my many attempts at clarification. I shared my views with him regarding the church and he wholeheartedly agreed while not having a clue what I was talking about and instead continuing on with some kind of conspiracy theory.

                One day, Rick had me take him to a friend’s house who supposedly owed him some things and who should have his mail. When we arrived, the place looked condemned but almost in progress of being worked on as evidenced by the dried-out paint cans and rollers lying around. Also lying around were two half-naked guys jacked-up on some kind of drugs. They were not too very conversational. The situation understandably made me uneasy, but I trusted God and kept a composed disposition as we went on our way with Rick’s things.

                I tried asking Rick what we could do to help people. The best idea he had was to create a night-watch organization for the homeless. He told me how he looks out for everyone and makes sure that no one gets hurt at night. I did not particularly believe a word he said, of course, but I allowed him to continue with his delusions. We talked about making up some shirts that said “Blue Angels,” which is what he wanted to call his night watch, and handing them out to the homeless. It sounded like a fairly interesting idea to make them feel a part of something, but I feared that they might start policing and taking matters into their own hands as if they had some form of authority. I did not wish for the police to then trace the problem back to me. I quietly disowned the idea although Rick remained quite enthused about it.

                On another day, Rick decided that he wanted to go visit his son and grandkids. He told me that he had an "Obama Phone" sent to their house and he wanted to pick it up. I hesitated at first since I figured there were probably family problems given that he was homeless and his son was not. I had also never heard of this Obama phone concept which sounded rather strange to me. Cell phones for homeless people, at the time, seemed quite ridiculous. Eventually, I obliged and took him. Rick directed me to pull into a trailer park and we pulled up to one of the multitudes of rundown mobile homes. 

   Rick knocked on the door and out came his towering son Ricky at six and half feet, probably over 300 pounds, with ragged pants and no shirt. Ricky stepped out with a slight ducking of his head beneath the door frame. He had long hair and he strongly reminded me of Goliath. Consequently, I immediately felt like his opponent David. Despite much practice, Rick Senior turned out not to be very good at introducing me and he started things out by telling Ricky to grab the family Bible. I watched confused as Ricky looked at me then back at Rick and responded only with a forceful, “Why?”. Rick again told him to just get the Bible. He sighed and rolled his eyes as he went to do as he was bid. He came back out and Rick instructed him to give it to me. Ricky handed the Bible over to me with a little shove and said, "Here” while waiting to see what I would do with it.

                Confused, I asked Rick what he would like me to do with the Bible. He then explained to Ricky that I was starting a new group of people to watch the streets as if that had anything to do with the price of tea in China. The conversation continued with a series of similarly odd and disjointed statements by Rick followed by eyebrow raises from both Ricky and me alike, then followed by me shaking my head in confusion and fear. The grandson came out and watched the ordeal rather bemused at the confusion. It was fairly obvious that Rick’s son and grandson were rather uncomfortable around him and they did not really know how to handle him any more than I did. His grandson smirked a little as if he enjoyed the oddity of his grandfather to some extent but Ricky certainly did not seem too interested in having him witness his grandfather’s derangement.

                Things began to get a little more comfortable as we continued to talk on the small porch. Ricky began to understand that I, too, was a pawn in Rick’s game and that I had no motives of my own in approaching him. Rick’s granddaughter then came out to say hi briefly. Rick asked her if she still played the clarinet but she explained how they had to sell it to make ends meet. Without thinking twice, Rick asked if she wanted another one and she nodded her head yes. Ricky, visibly upset, looked at Rick and questioned why he would get her hopes up for no reason. He knew he had no means of getting her a new one but Rick assured him that he did. This means, of course, had a lot to do with me without my express approval before-hand. I really had no qualms on the matter, however, since I desired to help the poor and help I would. I later went and bought a clarinet for her along with a few reeds. She jumped up and down ecstatically when I delivered it. I went alone that time, however, in order to refrain from reintroducing the insane man to the family. It really got me thinking more about how to help people. I felt like the clarinet gift probably helped more than anything I had yet done. It felt good. It felt right.

                Rick often put me in rather uncomfortable situations, but it kept things interesting since I never knew what to expect. I felt as if God utilized such situations to grow me and to help me understand things more clearly while also helping others. For one thing, I began contemplating Rick’s advice to become a street preacher. I had gotten together with many homeless people up to that point and twice took about 8 of them out to dinner at Fazoli’s to have a Bible study. They did not appear very capable of asking questions or seeking God on their own, but they were fairly receptive to being preached at while eating food.

                There were only a few homeless people who actually appeared mentally competent to some degree while everyone else seemed entirely in need of someone else to think for them. I befriended two people in particular who enjoyed the freedom of the homeless lifestyle for its simplicity rather than for their incapacity to function properly. They gave me the ins and outs of when and where to eat if one found oneself homeless. There were churches everywhere handing out different kinds of food but the homeless folks tended to avoid certain places due to the preaching involved. They told me how they could get real beds at the Gospel Mission if they agreed to listen to preaching, but most of them chose to sleep on mats on the floor of the shelter instead.

                In attempts to help those in need, I paid for a few bus fares and even gave someone house furnishings including a bed for the low-cost housing she was just accepted into. I offered to take another guy shopping to buy whatever he felt he needed. I tried leaving it up to him to see what he would buy as a kind of test while simultaneously trying not to be too judgmental regarding things I might not feel he truly needed. I could be helpful and kind in ways other than buying necessities as I did with the clarinet. He bought shoes, clothes, a hat, and even sunglasses. I could mostly approve of every item if I kept an open mind, but I had later heard that he returned a lot of it for store credit and ended up trading the credit for drugs. I made the mistake of giving him my phone number, as well. I helped him a few times and acted as pizza delivery boy, but I quickly became rather uncomfortable with the arrangement. I purchased some Bibles for him and his presumed druggy friends, then I began making excuses not to see him anymore.

                I noticed that some people would try to help the homeless by handing out McDonald’s dollars but they would then exchange them for cash with the people who were already buying at McDonald’s. It made no difference to them if they bought their food with cash or McDonald’s dollars so why not, right? The homeless would then use the cash for cigarettes and alcohol. Most of the homeless were smokers. It consumed most of their day trying to get enough change to buy a stick off someone or to find enough buds on the ground to roll a new one from the remnants.

                One man asked me for a ride to a particular store. Being the kind and helpful homeless-advocate that I was, I did not hesitate and invited him into my car. He directed me where to go and we stopped at a little convenience store. He went in for a few minutes and came back out with a paper bag stuffed with a bottle hidden in his back pocket. I sighed internally as I returned him to his destination saying nothing about his purchase.

                Emily did not much appreciate my endeavors but still she helped a few times. She made about 20 pizzas from scratch one afternoon and we went to the park to distribute it among the homeless. Most of them just grabbed a slice and ran off. Only those that I had already engaged with actually stuck around. We also did a barbeque on a different date and at a different park but it had similar results. Seeing as they had so many food choices, we were simply one of many stops which merely made for a better option over hot dogs and soup. We could find very little appreciation for the food or willingness for conversation. 

   I spoke with one homeless person at the barbeque regarding the nature of Christianity and the reform needed to restore it to its original splendor. He seemed fairly interested at the time and he encouraged me to write a book about it all. I rather enjoyed that one encounter and I tried to arrange meeting with him again. He never showed and I never saw him again—an angel in disguise, perhaps? 

                 During these food outings, we brought our three kids along with us. It amazed me to see how the kids were entirely impartial to the fact that these people were homeless and generally unhygienic and creepy-looking with their rotting teeth and strange behavior. They played with Rick like a long lost uncle who later wept as he told me that my kids were healing his mind and heart. I thought that perhaps this is possible. Maybe they only needed to hang around more children to remind them of the simple pleasures in life and to bring them out of a self-centered stupor. I did not particularly try to have my kids go around hugging everyone though.

                My feelings of inability to help or do anything of importance weighed on me and put me in a somewhat depressed mood. I felt worthless. It donned on me, however, that perhaps we are not supposed to focus so much on changing anything or anyone. Perhaps we were simply supposed to love and that would serve God just fine. Jesus instructed us to hold banquets for the poor, the lame, and the crippled rather than for friends. It said nothing about having to change anyone’s lives in the process or making the purpose of the banquet to help anyone in any long-term way. Perhaps my befriending them fulfilled all that God actually wished for me to do. While perhaps true, it did not feel any more satisfying.

   One night, I decided to stay with Rick on the streets to see if I could do anything greater. He told me so many fantastic stories of being a lookout and preventing women from being raped and whatnot that I wanted to see what would happen and whether or not I could be of help myself. It got dark around 9:30 and Rick told me to head over to the park where he would then follow on foot and meet me. I went and I waited for a while, but he never showed up. I thought I would start walking back to the McDonald's to perhaps catch Rick on the way or find him still there caught up in a conversation or something. It began to rain a little as I walked and I feared it would soon downpour like it had been doing off and on that day. I decided to wait out the rain under the cover of a bus stop as I watched to see if Rick would come by.

                I took a seat on the other end of a bench from a man named Troy who had fallen asleep in his wheelchair. Troy had lost his left leg from the knee down. I sat there not wanting to disturb him while I watched drips come through the ceiling onto various parts of the bench. On the ground I watched small white maggots crawling around in the water that flowed in from all around the bench. Troy kept bobbing his head, falling over, hanging his arm over the side of his chair, and readjusting himself every couple of minutes. I have no idea how a man can sleep like that for more than a math or chemistry class.

                Thunder rattled the whole bus stop with an amazing display of force and awoke Troy long enough for a brief conversation. He told me how he felt more comfortable outside in his chair—head-bobbing or not—than at the Gospel Mission shelter. He described how horrible the place was and expressed that no one there truly cared about them. He also complained that everyone kept stealing his stuff which I had already heard from a few other people. He had been out of the shelter for 60 days now sleeping in his chair rather than going indoors at the Mission. He told me his hopes and dreams of buying a house that the city would sell for the cost of back taxes. His friend had told him that he could buy an entire house in the range of $1000. He also said that for one dollar you could get a listing of all such properties.

                Troy seemed rather hopeful about such housing opportunities. He had thoughts about pitching in a couple hundred with a few other people and having their very own place. If that were true, I thought, then I could buy up three properties right now and give a lot of people some housing. I subtly expressed my concern that this could be a scheme someone invented to obtain a few hundred dollars and run off with it, but he excitedly believed every word and I did not want to destroy his hope any further. I later looked into this option and found that indeed some properties could be purchased for this incredible price. Unfortunately, such houses were not legal residences without a significant amount of work. I suppose, however, legal or not, a house is better than an open sky in Michigan. Who knows how long one might keep an illegal residence after wasting money on it with no ability to renovate, however?

                After Troy fell back to sleep, I decided to go ahead and walk in the drizzling rain for lack of anything better to do. I locked up my wallet and phone in the car just in case it started pouring again. A few blocks away I ran into a lady named Maria who asked if I had a phone she could use. I quickly reached for my pockets attempting to loan her mine when I realized I had just gotten done locking it in my car. I apologized and said I did not have it on me. She began to cry with frustration at her horrible luck and I asked her if she needed something. She said she just got out of the hospital from having a hysterectomy and she just wanted to go home but could not find a ride. I offered to give her a ride myself and we began walking back to my car.

                Maria then expounded upon her horrible luck. A lady had picked her up from Borgess Hospital and brought her just as far as where I had found her. The driver had told Maria that the Gospel Mission could help her with a phone call or a place to stay so she went in and ended up waiting 45 minutes to talk to someone. When someone finally came out of the office to speak with her, they merely told her that they do not allow the phone to be used for personal calls and all they provide for is food and shelter—not transportation. Maria then asked if she could stay the night so that she could use someone else's phone in the morning but they rejected her request since she already admitted to having a home and they only house the homeless.

                Completely frustrated, Maria then went to the Rickman House which is supposed to be housing that is really cheap in order to help people get off the streets. They purportedly responded in much the same way and refused to allow her the use of a phone. She had just left the Rickman house and that is when she met me. She cried in frustration with both organizations for being so unkind as to not allow a mere phone call to obtain a ride home at such an hour and in such weather. They were both perfectly content with leaving her out on the street in the rain and not giving her so much as a phone call even to the police whom she intended to ask for a ride. I was not entirely sure the police would have given her a ride anyway since they are not exactly a free taxi service, but who knows when one is out of options. As we drove, she also told me of her plight with her refrigerator breaking. I considered if I might be able to acquire one for her and I logged the idea in the back of my mind. To help ease her frustration I got her something to eat at McDonald's before dropping her off at her house.

                After all that, I went back to the streets and walked around until about 1:30 in the morning. I found a few other people that I knew and I chatted with them for a while, but my usefulness had expired and perhaps God only wished for me to do the one good deed that night. Maria's plight appalled me exceedingly and I could hardly even believe it. It would be entirely unthinkable not to allow someone the use of a phone for an emergency—especially coming from the Gospel Mission in particular whose sole purpose is to help those stuck on the streets. I had never heard anything good about that place from any of those utilizing its services and this certainly took the cake. I seriously contemplated feigning as a homeless man and staying there one night just to see what it is really like first-hand, but I never did muster the courage. I also could not convince myself that God would approve of such deception.

                It seemed clear to me that organizations lacked an ability to produce a true feeling of love toward those it tried to help. Love can only occur from persons and not organizations since an organization is not a human capable of feeling. An organization is a set of rules used to command people as if no one is unique. Organizations are cold and unloving even if they are quite useful in some ways. I felt that Christians were not currently living out their faith the way Jesus taught it and thus such organizations needed to remain for now, but I did not believe they should have to exist. If Christians were focusing on the poor as they were supposed to, then such organizations would be redundant. There would be no homeless since all those around would sell what things they had in order to provide housing for such unfortunate souls.

                I decided then that I would indeed write a book. I had tried my hand at it a few times before but the output never satisfied me and never appeared convincing enough to appeal to anyone or draw in readership. Still, someone had to speak out, I thought. Perhaps God would do the work and I should just allow for those who had “ears to hear” to hear like Jesus did. I could simply speak truth without concern for trying to convince people of it. The very people who were open to receiving it would not be the ones requiring me to be a great teacher or convincing arguer. I knew I would never be successful in convincing everyone, but I would not be convincing anyone at all if I did not write something. I then started taking detailed notes of my endeavors with the poor in order to help with whatever book I might write. Unfortunately, I lost all but two of those documents when the blog site I utilized for these notes went down and took my writings with them.

    

   * * *

    

   Our house had not yet been foreclosed upon so I allowed Rick the luxury of living in it. I bought him a mattress and laid it down in the master bedroom. I gave him $40 in cash so that he could walk to a nearby store and buy anything he needed. I then took him to visit some friends of his who had his bike and I brought it back to the house for his transportation. Rick did use some of the cash for food, but he used most of it for beer. I found him drunk when I came to visit the following day. He cried in shame while explaining the difficulties of being so alone and weak. He said that he knew he should not have done it but he could not help himself in his sorrow. This immediately made me think of Proverbs 31:6 which says “Let beer be for those who are perishing, wine for those who are in anguish.”

                I forgave Rick but I did not give him money after that so as not to fuel his weakness. Instead, I opted to buy things for him. This event caused two small epiphanies. First, I had always considered the alcoholism of the poor as a failure of their character as if they are foolish drunkards choosing to waste their money. Having been through mental disorders myself, however, I realized it is more of a coping mechanism than that of evil character. They are compelled due to the discomforts of life in the same way I might reach for ice cream or take a nap. Second, it had also not really occurred to me that the house might provide isolation and thus be more detrimental than living on the streets. I found the realization odd yet fairly obvious once I thought about it. He stayed at the house for only a week or two when he made plans to try living with the friends from whom we retrieved his bike. They had their own recycling business which Rick could help with, although by the look of their property, I would sooner have guessed that they lived in the recycling rather than doing any actual recycling.

                I felt as if I had done some good, though. I made a homeless man feel appreciated and cared for. I befriended him and he opened up to me. He made it off the streets and he supposedly now had a job. I tried visiting a couple times but he never had minutes on his Obama phone and being so far away made it difficult to stop by unannounced. I usually found the house empty which made for quite the waste of time. I managed to visit him once while he lived there and we went out for lunch together. He seemed happy with his new situation. A couple months later, he called me on his Obama phone to tell me that their house burnt down. I am not sure what happened after that and thus I am still unsure if I did any amount of good whatsoever. Perhaps I only made matters worse. It is difficult not knowing, but I at least take comfort in the fact that I tried. And, if even for a short time, I did brighten Rick’s day on multiple occasions. Misfortune does not negate the good that had been done lest no good ever be done for fear of unanticipated results.

                Back near the McDonald’s, sitting at the bus station, I met another man who could use a good shave and a new set of teeth. I find it hard to describe what his mouth actually looked like as I am sure I saw a mere optical illusion, but it looked as if he had a mess of fangs filling his mouth so much so that it looked burdensome to speak. He laughed hysterically to himself for no reason as he sat there. The obvious conclusion, of course, was that he had been possessed by a demon. I felt even more assured of this hypothesis when it seemed that he laughed specifically at people with some kind of visible ailment. He would point right at a limping man as he continued to laugh maniacally like the musical group Gorillaz in their song “Feel Good Inc.”

                I worked up the courage to go and sit about fifteen feet in front of the demon-possessed man. For lack of anything better to say and feeling as if I had to say something soon, I asked, “Is something funny?” In hindsight, I probably should not have started a conversation with a man laughing hysterically to himself for no apparent reason by asking him if something was funny. On the other hand, assuming demonic possession, I felt God would protect me and I craved to see how a demon would react to me, the one Christian who seems to get it. He immediately stopped his laughter and stared at me. He cocked his head much like a curious dog might but in a more glaring and evil, demonic manner as he stared at me none-to-friendly. Forcefully through his grit mouth-full of fangs he mumbled a raspy question to me which sounded like, “Do you smoke the word?” 

                “Do I… what?” I asked in confusion.

                “Do you smoke the word?” he repeated with his head tilting side to side impatiently swaying his filthy dreadlocks as he spoke.

                “Smoke? Do I smoke what?” I tried to understand.

                “Do you smoke the word?” he repeated once again.

                At this point, I realized that I do not smoke anything so it really did not matter what he asked that I might smoke. “I… I don’t smoke anything, so I guess not” I said shyly with a confused chuckle. The demon-man then crawled up to me on his hands and knees, put his face about two inches in front of mine as I sat there on the concrete and offered me some friendly advice: “You’d better take your fucking Bible and get out of my fucking face before I fucking kill you!”

    I slowly stood up as he spoke and he matched my movement, rising up and keeping his face right in line with mine the whole way. This, of course, confirmed to me that a demon or two inhabited his body. I bravely backed away, “Okay, I… sorry, I just, I wanted to be friendly.” Once a few feet away, I turned around and walked briskly in fear for my life. He went and sat back down and continued to laugh as if nothing had just transpired. Only this time, I knew he was laughing directly at me and my powerless faith.

   At the time I had wished that I had the courage to rebuke the demon in Jesus’ name, but I am rather glad now that I had not. Had I had such courage, I would potentially not be writing this today. Clearly I did not have the same effect on demons as Jesus, and I did not wish to receive a thrashing like the Pharisees did due to presuming myself better than I ought. I reasoned with myself that perhaps I had not yet reached a level of proper faith that would enable such confrontations with demons at this point in time.

                A couple months after this event, I had a strange dream about Emily smoking a cigarette. Neither of us are smokers and I had certainly never given it any consideration to take up the habit. In the dream, however, Emily’s smoking had not shocked me in the slightest. After she had smoked a few puffs, I took the cigarette out of her mouth intent on trying it out myself for the first time. The self-rolled cigarette fell apart in my hands as I tried to maneuver it to my mouth. I struggled to keep it together and barely managed to get it up to my lips for my first inhale. I breathed in deep but ended up with a mouthful of tobacco and choked on it as it went down into my trachea. I then grabbed a filtered cigarette from a box lying nearby and I tried to smoke that instead. I did not find the experience any more rewarding; the fire spread straight through the paper, around the tobacco, and up to the filter which left the tobacco unscathed and falling to the ground. I expected this dream had some meaning, but I had no interpretation for it that night. 

   The very next night I had a dream much like the first only this time Emily smoked a golden cigar. I recalled my previous dream within this dream although I did not recognize my current dream state. I decided in the dream, given the circumstances of the previous dream, that this could not be mere coincidence so I went ahead and tried to smoke again. I began rolling my own cigarette just before I awoke in bed with all the more confusion.

                I spent that day pondering what had happened. Surely God meant to tell me something with these two dreams. The second dream seemed almost like a clarification by making Emily smoke a cigar and making it gold. After much pontification, I came to remember the demon-possessed man with the scary teeth asking if I smoked the word. Suddenly, it all clicked. The cigarettes were the word of God. The gold represented the golden edges that many Bibles have and being a cigar was to indicate the prestige of smoking it. Emily had no problem with smoking the word and getting a high from it. I, however, managed only to choke; I could not figure out how to do it and every time I tried, it all fell apart. In essence, I could not use scripture as a happy pill to get a high. Even though I wanted to, it simply made matters worse. I could only use God’s word properly no matter how much I might want to be like everyone else and rest happily as if drugged. I could not use God’s word for a fix. God had thus related to me how the church used and viewed the Bible. They merely desired a high and I could not subscribe to such usage. I sought deeper meaning and revelation from God. I cared more to understand his will and to follow it than to think myself in a special club of fortunate believers bound to heaven for their faith.

                I wondered if Satan’s demons actually spoke in this way by referring to believers as word-smokers. Perhaps the demonic man sought to know if I were just like every other so-called Christian who smokes the word for a high. Perhaps he challenged me with full assurance that I could do nothing against him being like everyone else: powerless. Perhaps, with a little more insight, I should have responded, “No, I fully digest the word as surely as I eat food.” Maybe then he would have realized that I had the wisdom of God and the power to control him. Perhaps he would have asked for mercy. Perhaps then he would have recognized me as a powerful son of God rather than a weak professor of a false faith. I later came to understand the more worldly understanding of what had happened. He asked if I smoked the herb. He was high, likely on marijuana, which is what caused him to have incessant giggles. 

                In all, I believe my experience with the poor enlightened me in some regard while utterly depressing me at the same time. The poor in our city had all the material things they needed handed to them on a platter and they mostly lacked the physical or mental capability to do anything greater with their lives no matter how much help we could provide. They needed guidance, rehab, friendship, and some, quite frankly, seemed beyond repair without a miracle from God himself perhaps due to severe brain damage or abuse. Most of them were like children. They bickered, fought, and gossiped worse than high school students and had an understanding as advanced as second-graders. Perhaps our homeless were unique, however. Maybe in other places, people are homeless due to tough circumstances and could indeed benefit from hand-outs without a personal touch of friendship. I hear about such situations, but I certainly did not find them in Kalamazoo.

                After all this effort to care for the poor, even with a few fasts and extensive prayers, I never did manage to see the power of God as I had hoped. I reasoned that it must take the gathering of the saints with like mind for that to happen. I felt that perhaps I had the right idea, but the poor might have to wait until I could get the true message out and recruit others into this glorious work of God. I had to explain God’s lack of presence despite my faith and obedience and this became my only logical conclusion. God wanted more than just me and he wanted me to be the messenger of the restoration of his kingdom. For now, I needed to be the messenger, not the doer.
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   The Three Acidic Doctrines

    

   [image: ]n search of other able bodies to fulfill a poor-caring role, I joined my friend Chadrick at a home church which he frequented. I hoped it would be much closer to God’s real church, but it proved little more than a smaller version of regular church. It merely possessed an additional lack of cohesive doctrine while agreeing only in that the institutionalized churches were bad. The lack of full agreement in doctrine did not bother anyone so long as they similarly disregarded the institutionalized church. One person promoted minimalism which advocates living with as little personal possessions as possible: no TV, no computer, no cell phone, very few clothes, and so on—only what is necessary for survival. He explained that he had lived like this previously, but that he currently did not because of his wife. Such an excuse sounded an awful lot like a copout to me. I knew that I would certainly not let my wife keep me from following God’s word.

                I could support such a concept of minimalism given that I had lived in such a way previously, but it is only good if done to utilize leftover resources for the poor. There is no point in living entirely in poverty yet having extra money and doing nothing with it. The poor seemed to be the only reason that the Bible mentioned selling all that one had. Without caring for others, I saw minimalism as more of a proud showing-off of self-righteousness or vain asceticism. 

   I tried encouraging the people in the home church to focus more on the poor. I relished the fact that I could speak in the home church and provide these insights unlike at an institutionalized church. Chadrick and a few others decided to get involved in this way which raised my spirits greatly, but I felt as if they were stuck in the common understandings of helping and merely repeated the same futile steps as the churches. They were not utilizing my experience and past failures and they were instead repeating them. They would go and give food or shoes or whatever and then walk away. They were befriending no one with this. We should become their advocates, friends, and helpers—not secret Santas. I wished to engage on a much grander scale in ways that would require great sacrifice. Such sacrifice is literally what Jesus asked of us and when compared to the eternity that would await us, one could hardly even consider it a sacrifice.

                I considered buying up some rundown houses by paying the back-taxes as Troy had mentioned to me previously. Indeed they were cheap and I possessed enough handyman skills to fix most anything if I had the money to do it. Chadrick and I inspected some of these houses together in some rather run-down areas. We both considered the option of actually moving in to these areas. With such low prices of the homes, we could live at very low monthly costs and so afford the repairs of them. After repairing our own homes, we could repair others and slowly rebuild the neighborhood from the ground-up. Fixing the houses and getting them back in use would make the neighborhood a far safer place to live. We could then rent out the homes rather cheaply or even free in order to help the poor, and we would actually live with them and be their friends rather than merely handing them keys and walking away. 

   We looked at quite a few homes, but nothing ever struck us as a good idea for one reason or another. There were likely too many unexpected surprise costs associated with each house such as foundation repairs or dealing with dangerous mold. In the end, we gave up on the idea since we both were in no position to take such great financial risks. We could maybe sacrifice what we already had, but assuming debt with the added risks seemed foolish at this point.

                I thought more about the trailer park that Ricky lived in and I contemplated moving in there. Trailers were very easy to afford and fix up—much cheaper than larger permanent structures. After remodeling our own trailer, we could live relatively cheap and could then afford to help fix everyone else’s homes in the trailer park as well. We took Ricky and his two kids out to Old Country Buffet and talked about our thoughts on the subject. They were fairly indifferent to the idea, oddly enough, and Ricky still seemed a bit closed off to the weirdness of someone such as me. 

   I began pricing it all out and trying to determine where, when, and how. Emily hated the idea, of course, but she still took part in looking into it. Personally, I could not wait to be such an integral part of helping the poor and befriending them all. No doubt God would bless such an endeavor greatly. It sounded like an amazing investment into the kingdom of God and in the lives of others.

                From a practical standpoint, however, the idea sounded rather terrible to cram the five of us into such a small area. We were already busting out of the seams of our apartment which was larger than any trailer we could find cheap enough to buy. I then considered buying Rick Senior his own trailer so he could be near his family, but unfortunately he would not have been allowed to live in it until we had it all fixed up first. We were not ready or able to spend that kind of cash on Rick since it would be a lifelong monthly cost on top of the immediate necessary cash. Plus, we were not sure that Ricky would appreciate his father’s continual presence. As much as I desired to help, there were just too many roadblocks for a lower middle-class family to pursue any worthwhile endeavors in helping the poor.

                I put the ideas on hold again and I instead tried spreading the message more. While discussing the failures of the church with Chadrick, he introduced me to books by David Bercot and Frank Viola. David wrote Will the Real Heretics Please Stand Up followed by Will the Theologians Please Sit Down and Frank Viola wrote Reimagining Church and Pagan Christianity. I did not care as much for Reimagining Church even though it had much of the same theme as I that church needed an overhaul, but the other three I thoroughly enjoyed. They focused heavily on the faults of modern-day Christianity and its separation from its roots. I highly recommend them to Christians who may wish to broaden the horizons of their faith. 

   Many people do not realize just how much of the Christian traditions are based entirely off of pagan rituals and how many things we take for granted that simply were not a part of the original faith Jesus taught. Christmas, for example, originated from Saturnalia. Christians today would abhor such a holiday with the literal lawlessness, drugs, drinking, and sex. Constantine had wanted Christians and pagans alike to get along and so he repurposed the holiday to celebrate the birth of Jesus while allowing the normal pagan festivities to continue. The ornate chapels that were used to worship other gods became the temples of Christianity, and all future temples mimicked their style. Notably, Jesus never gave any direction regarding buildings and festivities, and Paul more or less expressed, “to each his own,” when it came to holidays and honoring some days over others. For any Christian, I think these books ought to be required reading—after this book, of course. I believed the books so insightful that I bought about ten of each of David Bercot’s books and handed them out to friends and family.

   Becoming all the more aware of the church’s exodus from its roots and feeling less alone in the idea, my zeal grew even more as if that were possible. My belief became ever stronger that the church had become a corrupted entity that Jesus would not condone. I began seeing two main opposing concepts within the Bible: religion versus goodness. Religious doctrines continued to flourish, but I found so many verses that talked about doing good, acting out righteousness, helping the poor, and so on. Many verses uplifted these things above animal sacrifice and other religious ideas. Some verses even explicitly said that God never wanted sacrifice to begin with. One verse in Jeremiah 8 really got me thinking all the more: “How can you say, ‘We are wise, for we have the law of the Lord,’ when actually the lying pen of the scribes has handled it falsely?” Perhaps the scripture we have now had been handled falsely as well. How would we know?

   I found another verse which actually supported this theory of corrupt scripture. In Psalm 40:6 it is written, “Sacrifice and offering you did not desire—my ears you have opened. Burnt offerings and sin offerings you did not require.” In the Septuagint, a Greek translation from the original Hebrew written around 250 years after Jesus death, the verse reads quite strikingly different. It replaced “my ears you have opened” with “a body you have prepared for me.” In the original translation, it sounds as if David is proclaiming that God had just revealed to him that he never demanded sacrifice. In the Septuagint, this verse had been used as a prophecy of Jesus’ death on a cross. They claim that God did not like the requirement of sacrifice and so he prepared a perfect body to end it all. How many other verses were so corrupted that we no longer have the evidence to prove? If one can slip through, then how many others can slip through? And how long did we use the Septuagint version before we noticed the discrepancy?

                I finally began to consider that just maybe God did not ever require sacrifice. It made far more sense to me that an almighty and loving God would not be so blood thirsty. It then also made sense how the Israelites continued to sacrifice to Molek as the prophets preached against regularly. The Israelites probably thought they were serving God but the prophets were stating that they were serving Molek instead—in much the same manner that I had claimed that Christians were serving Satan today. They, of course, scoffed and killed such prophets, and Christians certainly do not believe they serve Satan despite my claiming they do. They similarly scoffed and hated me as well, and at different times, they likely would have stoned me to death as a heretic.

   With the scripture being potentially corrupted as had clearly occurred in the past, I saw a large probability that many things were wrong today. With such people willing to lie about the very word of God for their own gain even unto sacrificing one’s own children, it made sense that they would claim that God wanted them to commit genocide when in reality they merely lusted for power and wealth. With these realizations, I could truly believe that God embodied righteousness by dismissing all the disdainful things the Bible claimed he did. This revelation elated me as I marveled in astonishment. Everything fit together so perfectly. All the good things in the Bible were God and all the bad things were Satan. I could merely separate good from bad in my mind to determine which things were of God and which were of Satan. It could not get much simpler than that. I no longer had to make excuses for the evil that God had purportedly committed.

                I then learned that thousands of other scriptures existed that were not included in the Bible. I figured if they were wrong about the canon of the Bible and they included many false things, then perhaps they also did not include many true things. I bought two extremely large volumes of pre-Jesus writings known as the Pseudepigrapha and I read many other early Christian writings as well. The Gospel of Thomas actually had yet another parable indicating that the Kingdom would become worthless. It likened it to a woman carrying a bottle with a crack in it that leaked all the grain on the ground. By the time she got to her destination, the bottle had become empty and worthless. This resonated so much with me. Modern-day Christianity had lost all of its value. All the good stuff had been leaked on the ground. The leaven had worked its way all through the dough. The dog had returned to its vomit and the pigs to the mud. Birds had perched on the branches and picked away all the mustard seeds they could find.

                During this time of revelation, I found myself very fearful. I worried that I might trick myself into believing lies. I feared that I might disown God by disowning the perfection of the Bible. I feared that I would no longer be saved if I did not accept the blood sacrifice of Jesus. Such prospects frightened me regularly and I prayed without end about it. Day and night I cried out for proof one way or the other of every little thought I would think. I tried asking for signs to provide direct guidance but I never received any. My thoughts scared me and I did not want to be wrong. I wanted to be securely grounded on the facts, whatever they may be, and whatever the cost of knowing them. 

   I could no longer see two ways about it; God, being good, had to care more about our behavior than about our beliefs. His goodness thus required that he would not demand meaningless sacrifices for the supposed capability of forgiving us. He certainly would not command genocide and he certainly would not include the requirements to kill mere infants if a war were indeed necessary. After seeing all the rebukes toward the Pharisees for focusing on ritual works rather than righteousness works, it all just made sense. They had it all wrong as we now do today.

                My fears were assuaged one night by a dream. Dreams, of course, being the only way it seems God is capable of speaking in a more direct fashion to someone whose mind is constantly pondering the ways of God. At first, the dream seemed rather harsh and made me feel terrible, but a dream followed shortly thereafter of a door opening in the sky which made everything okay. I saw the door in the sky and I stared at it with anticipation hoping that it would open—and it did! I saw this as an obvious sign that God had allowed me entrance into the inner chamber of his heart and of knowledge and power. Thus, I concluded that the scary dream prior to the door did not speak anything regarding me in particular.

                In the previous dream, I helped a woman escape from an old man who had sores all over his body. He walked around coughing and hacking as he slowly died of sickness and disease. She and I both belonged to this man as if slaves of some kind. I watched full of hope as she ran away but my hope quickly turned to dismay when she merely crossed the street and embraced a different man. Having dream-like knowledge, I knew this man had only guile and deceit to offer and that he lied to her about his name. As I later interpreted, the dying old man represented modern-day Christianity and the woman represented the people who run to home churches or to new doctrines or branches of Christianity. They got out of the big, dying, old falsity of modern Christianity but they continued in their foolish ways and instead went to another liar.

                Suddenly, I felt my heart pounding. This worried me at first but I then realized that my jaw induced this feeling with a constant chattering rather than my heartbeat. To me, this symbolized all the Christians in the church who think their heart is beating strongly for God but it is merely their own chattering mouths making proclamations but never truly loving anything but their own navels. 

   Suddenly, from deep within me, three connected balls of putrid acid reached out of my throat straight up in front of my nose with more leading all the way down my throat. This, I determined with great care and hesitation, symbolized the three lies that the Bible is the Word of God, that Jesus died for our sins, and that Jesus is God. I tried to keep my nose clean by holding the balls away but it kept burning my hands with the acid. I rationalized that with these core doctrinal beliefs, it is nearly impossible to do what is right and we tend to find ourselves in trouble. Metaphorically, we cannot keep our hands clean nor our noses clean while trying to uphold these three lies.

                I went to wash the acid off my hands which symbolized the washing away of selfish ways and focusing on living out love toward others rather than focusing on the three lies. When I finished, I turned and accidentally bumped a coffee pot that sat on the counter. It fell to the ground and shattered to a million pieces. It belonged to the dying old man. It represented the dying churches’ method of hyping up the people to make them feel good and to think that the good news is all about them and how much God loves them. With that act, I shattered such a mindset of Starbucks church by ridding them of their drug. After washing my hands and destroying a self-centered focus of faith, the three balls and many more poured out from my mouth and sat on the counter in a long, connected line of balls. By doing good and not simply trying to feel good, combined with refusing to uphold the three lies, all the remaining balls of corruption came shooting up from the inner depths of my gut as if on a giant skewer and lied on the counter in a pile of acidic ooze.

                While I clearly no longer believe this to be a message from God, I think it is still a very fitting analogy for the state of Christianity. The three core doctrines (i.e. the putrid acidic balls) are not even taught by Jesus. These three ideas caused so much grief and hatred toward me even by those who were once close friends. And yet, Christendom is united only on these three pillars of faith. They are the source of all division and have no value as a worldview. 

   Those three doctrines were held by the multitude of churches which committed atrocities, tortures, and genocides. They are held by those who picket at the funerals of soldiers and laugh at the grieving. They were believed by those who kept slaves and would not allow women any rights. Yet they are also held by people who do good, who build wells, and who feed the poor. The beliefs themselves are useless. They are not a worldview directing anyone’s actions and they are not a predictor of behavior. Worldviews which direct a person’s actions are ideas like “God hates everyone who does not believe in my book.” Such ideas would have me decapitated even today in some countries. I began to understand these things and to realize that Jesus preached a message of peace and love as opposed to ritual sacrifice and belief. Believing in a book will not dictate a person’s behavior, but believing in benevolence or hate will.

                With this new concept in mind, I began to notice something unique about the book of John. It focused a lot on faith and belief in such a way that I did not recall in the other gospels. I did a word search to see just how much John varied. John mentions believing “in Jesus” 79 times while this only occurred twice in Matthew and Mark and only once in Luke. The kingdom of God was mentioned 52 times in Matthew, 40 times in Luke, and 17 times in Mark while John mentioned it a whopping 3 times. I took this to mean that Jesus focused mostly on the kingdom and that belief in Jesus as a sacrifice likely came from a lie later added on to appeal to the Jews. This lie later became the crux of Christianity and the truth all but disappeared.

                Suddenly, it made sense to me that Christianity focused so heavily on John 3:16: “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotten son, that whosoever believeth in him shall not perish but have everlasting life.” The church loves the book of John. I had heard it said multiple times that we ought to start with the book of John when reading the Bible or that we should encourage others to start there. Many organizations print only the book of John and hand it out as tracts. In my mind, this shift in focus demonstrated the power of Satan. He corrupted the gospel and made Christianity focus on faith and belief just like he did to the Pharisees. They no longer heard the true message of the kingdom of God, and they instead heard a falsified account of faith-based religiosity that supposedly makes a person better than others. The book of John contained many weeds which infiltrated the wheat of the other gospels. I do find that John is still filled with many good things as well, of course, in order to be more trustworthy when it comes to the lies. Lies are always more tolerable when mixed with a good dose of truth.

                Relieving myself of the false confines of the Bible and the typical doctrines which caused so much division, I was ripe for hearing from God directly in anything and everything and so become what I believed was a prophet of God himself.
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   Becoming a Persecuted Prophet

    

   [image: ]ith all that I had learned, I had begun to believe I truly possessed an enlightened mind in the faith. I knew my own heart, I knew that I sought God diligently with everything that I had, and I knew that this must absolutely lead to truth. Without seeking God and asking him, I could end up believing any old doctrine and following the masses of any particular denomination. In order to know the truth, I had to think for myself and seek God for answers. I did this with all my heart, soul, and mind. I felt alone, but I did not let that deter me. It had to be that way. I assumed God had a big plan in store for me. The idea that I might very well be a prophet started creeping into my head. I could read people better than others and I could see the times for what they were. I could read something in the Bible and hear God saying how this applies for life today. I became sure that God spoke to me in these ways and guided my thoughts as I sought him. He truly spoke to me.

                I often held conversations in my mind where I would ask a question and I would sense a response as if from my subconscious which I thought might be God responding from within me. I had always feared whether or not these conversations were with God or with my own mind, but I began to wonder if other people could even do the same thing or if I was unique. Perhaps God really did speak with me. I did not dare call myself a prophet right away, but I kept considering the potential in the back of my mind. I began to pay more attention to my inward feelings and the “voice” in my head. On New Year’s Eve 2010, I witnessed a rather uncharacteristic thunderstorm for Michigan on December 31. I felt exhilaration and fear simultaneously as a thought randomly popped into my head, “So shall it be for the year 2011.” I had an impression that 2011 would be a year of strange weather phenomenon and likely of devastation. I did not use this premonition as a warning to provide for others since obviously no one would listen, but I did make sure to tell a few people just in case they would not believe me after the fact that I had predicted it. I wrote it out in emails for timestamped documentation and I continued to monitor the weather.

                Oddly enough, just as I predicted (or as God told me), 2011 became one of the worst years we had had in a long time. Only half-way through the year, on June 11, 2011 Scientific American ran an article entitled “NOAA Makes It Official: 2011 Among Most Extreme Weather Years in History.” My perception that the weather lived up to my terrible expectations had been officially matched by others. I had neither been tricked by confirmation bias—seeing what I wanted to see—nor had I been fooled by paying attention now when before I had not. All the news and scientists agreed with me. The year 2011 exhibited terribly disastrous weather beyond the years before it. 

   The article explained how there had already been eight disasters surpassing costs of a billion dollars each. In 2011, there were massive outbreaks of tornadoes, hurricanes, wildfires, floods, volcanic eruptions, and even earthquakes leaving roads split in half where one side reached around ten feet higher than the other. I even read about a case of nearly 3000 birds falling dead right out of the sky in Arkansas for no known reason on the third of January—a good way to start a year of devastation if you ask me. I saw God’s judgement being poured out over the earth and many online articles were written with just such a narrative. I had personally predicted this devastation by following the voice in my head. I figured this just had to mean something.

                That year there were even named storms for both Emily and Sean which seemed like a nice added touch by the hand of God. It disappointed me slightly though that my storm only made it to minor tropical storm status and did no damage whereas Emily got a full-blown hurricane. Perhaps it meant that I was weak and useless or perhaps her mindset exhibited more violence and stubbornness than mine while I promoted peace and safety. She still believed in the destructive old ways, after all. I found myself becoming much more comfortable with my prophetic skills and giving more credibility to my subtle intuitions.

                I still did not see myself as a prophet along the order of Elijah, of course, since I had no miraculous powers, and I kept rather humble about it by recognizing that I might very well be off my rocker. I saw and knew things that others did not but I did not make myself out to be some famous entity to be renowned for all time. God may speak to me, but prophecy is one of many gifts and it seemed to be the only gift I had—I could do nothing with it if I lacked the other gifts. I did not have the gift of teaching nor leading, I clearly did not have the gift of healing, never could I speak in tongues, and when it came to evangelizing I feared I could not convince someone of the ground beneath their feet. So despite believing myself to have the gift of prophecy, it disheartened me greatly that I had no good utilization for it. It did me no good to know the word of God if I could not be of any use with it. I needed someone to trust and to believe me while implementing their own gifts with the knowledge I provided. I needed to find others who had the other gifts of the Spirit.

   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   I discussed my ideas of power and prophecy with my friend Chadrick. He hesitated to accept the concept of prophecy for quite some time and he certainly did not like the idea of calling me a prophet or even mentioning that I might have such a gift. Chadrick appeared to have a gift of apostleship in my eyes; I saw him as friendly and personable in such a way as to draw people together and get them on board for greater projects. He knew people and people liked him. I often followed him around to meet with other people and talk about the kingdom of God.
             For a while, we were fine with having disagreements and we both felt as if all things could be resolved over time by researching the Bible. Chadrick started a document in Google Drive that we could both edit simultaneously. We wrote out our beliefs in a semi-organized fashion and we color-coded it based upon what we agreed with and what we did not. We would add different verses to express our position more clearly in order to have a cohesive argument and discussion right in the document. I thoroughly enjoyed searching for the truth of the kingdom together in this way.
             It went sour, however, when I started sharing doubts about the fundamental belief that the Bible is God’s word. He began to disagree vehemently that God’s power could be obtained and he continually insisted that God absolutely required that people dunk themselves in water in order to be saved. I felt Baptism ought to be done, but I also felt that such sacraments held no special power in and of themselves. God required us to love, to help the needy, and to make this one’s way of life—to be born again in life toward others and die to self—true baptism. Water baptism merely symbolized that. 
Chadrick hated that I disagreed with this and hated even more the very notion that the Bible could be wrong. Further, he did not appreciate that I felt God led me to this understanding which often made him and others feel inferior by saying God would speak with me and not with them. Given the multitude of insights I received and the many confirming signs, I began to embrace the idea that God had given me a gift of prophecy, and I believed that we should not make a big deal about it. We could enjoy it in the same way we could enjoy the gifts others might have in leading, teaching, or even art and music. I tried having peaceful conversation with him about it, but he refused to discuss with anyone who did not take the Bible in its entirety:
 
I'm not going to argue with you about your false teachings. I will tell everyone who I talk to who asks about you that you are a false teacher as long as you keep going with your current mindset. Do I wish it were another way? I do. I wish you would come to your senses and stop with this narcissistic attitude but until then I will consider you a divisive false teacher who wishes to lead others astray. Sorry man, but I hold to the whole message of this life rather than what you think is your word from God. If you ever do come back and accept the Bible as the word of God written for His followers we can join this discussion again. Until then you have to go your own way and I have to go mine.
             
The accusation of narcissism came from my believing that I received prophetic revelation. I made extra effort not to take credit or to let it go to my head as if I were something special, but nobody wishes to hear that God speaks to someone else and not to them. Indeed, it makes it sound as if the person thinks they are more privileged and special. This response surprisingly mimicked an encounter I had with another person I had the joy of meeting. 
I met Laura via a Meetup group which I created in order to restore Christianity to its original state. It turned out that we disagreed on what that original state was, unfortunately. I believed Christianity originally centered around doing good and she felt it centered around the bloody death of Jesus removing our need to do anything at all but believe. I thought I had been clear on that point in the Meetup description, but apparently not.
Laura and I sat on the balcony floor of a Panera when we learned of our differences. While my reaction comprised sighing on the inside with no great surprise at yet another disagreement, she decided to be a bit more outspoken. She held my own Bible an inch from my face and shouted, “Why do you even read this?! You don’t even believe in it! You’re an antichrist! A Satanist! A Luciferian!!” I sat bewildered that such a frail lady could suddenly appear so red-faced and angry as she continued to rail on me. I stared at her in disbelief as she continued on regarding my desire to break up the greatness of God’s kingdom of which she so clearly belonged. 
I said nothing. I expect she had hoped for a different reaction from me. Perhaps she awaited a demon to rise up from within me and similarly spout insults. She took a break from ranting and breathed heavily as she stared at me and wiped the spittle from her lips. She then grunted in frustration and went and fumbled with her stuff trying to pack up to leave. I later emailed her in hopes to make nice, but she would have nothing of it:
 
Sean, you have blasphemed the Holy Spirit, I think, and have no awareness of your own condition. No conscience. You have denied that Jesus is God. You have denied that His blood cleanses from sin. You have denied that the Bible is the inspired, infallible Word of God. That is Satan moving through you right now — trying to convince you that you are a loving person trying to follow Jesus.
 
This Jesus you are following is not the Jesus of scripture. There is no scripture that can reach you.
 
You are insane. I'm sorry, but you are insane.
 
Now, if God peradventure would give you the gift of repentance — if peradventure you have not completely blasphemed the Spirit and are beyond repentance — then you must repent and turn to believe that:
 
1. Jesus is God
2. Jesus came in human flesh as God to die for the sins of the world 
3. His blood cleanses from all sin.
4. The Bible is the inspired, infallible Word of God
 
If you cannot believe these things, you are in a state of blasphemy of the Holy Spirit and there is no escape for you from hell. You are an antichrist.
 
Please have no further communication with me until such time as you can profess in living faith those 4 points. You have been excommunicated. You are merely trying to convince yourself in insanity that you are a good person by your works. Your whole email to me was an exercise in psychotic narcissism.
 
I'm telling you the truth. But, let's not debate truth. I just want it clear that you must be able to believe with living faith the 4 points stated above, or you are excommunicated and remain in excommunication.
             
With a response like that, I can imagine one might be curious as to what I had said to her that resulted in such Godly-inspired rage. Here is what I had said:
 
I am sorry we could not have had a more pleasant experience. I could promise you all I want that I love Jesus deeply and that I am sincerely seeking to follow his teachings, but I understand if that is not enough for you to consider me a disciple of Christ. All that I spoke of is indeed found within the Bible but one must be open to hearing the guidance of the living God as opposed to the strict religious following of ancient texts. This was exactly what Jesus condemned the Pharisees for and it has occurred once again. I do not expect this to change anything but know that I hold no grievance if ever you come to recognize the apostasy as I and wish to reconvene. May the living God direct you and make your paths straight. God bless.
 
Perhaps I am unaware of the arrogance and evil within such statements, but to this day I cannot understand how they fuel so much rage. All I could imagine then was that Satan himself worked within such people. When the devil is found out, he gets irate!
Interestingly enough, points 2 and 3 from Laura’s email are arguably the same thing and together with points 1 and 4 they made up the exact 3 lies that mean so much to Christians and yet very little to Jesus. They are the 3 points that cause division (as I just experienced twice) and they could not be reconciled with a desire for loving others. People find these 3 ideas more important than treating one another with love and respect. 
Even without arguing against these points directly, I found throughout my life a consistent pattern of rejection when trying to uplift loving others. Even before denying the core doctrines, Christians loved to call me arrogant and narcissistic. It is hard to distinguish if it is a common denominator with me or a common issue with Christianity, and clearly I would be biased toward the latter. On top of denouncing the core doctrines, my adding an openness to hearing God directly made me far scarier to people. Why, thinking that God can speak, we could believe absolutely anything. It makes all the more sense, however, that a living God would tell us directly what he wants rather than forcing us to rely on some 1500- to 4000-year-old texts written and compiled by some blood-thirsty people with whom we could never confirm nor deny a connection with God. 
So many people were entirely uncomfortable with the idea that God might speak. They simply wished to follow the Bible and the Bible alone and yet not any two people on the planet could even agree on what the Bible means. I presume they are uncomfortable with God speaking because they know deep down that he does not. But why would he remain silent if indeed he lives? It seemed obvious to me that we needed to get away from the Bible and start focusing on the characteristics of love and peace that our God supposedly embodied and to take his leading in each and every moment of life. I was very alone in this belief, of course, and it brought me extreme sadness and depression.
             The continual accusations actually led me to believe all the more that I had chosen the proper path even if it did depress me. Such anger coming from people could only be from the working of Satan, and if Satan were so adamantly furious with my findings, then it only made sense that I had found truth and he did not like it. A loving God would not be the one reacting with hate and anger at his follower trying so hard to follow him. Given the outrage and lack of love coming from others, I could certainly assume that they did not know the truth of God. Further, Jesus said that those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake are blessed and that now applied directly to me. I argued for righteousness and I had been persecuted. The Bible also warned that anyone wishing to live a good life would indeed be persecuted and I had certainly earned that status.
             Throughout my Christian walk I had seemingly always been persecuted, but Satan continued to up the ante as I got further from dogma. I tried convincing people of this fact that we are supposed to be persecuted just as I saw regularly in my own life. Everyone would ignore this concept or else they took it as a matter of fact that Christians were indeed persecuted as a whole without ever experiencing a drop of such persecution themselves. Even as a Christian I did not feel as if many Christians were persecuted or even that I received enough myself, and coming from an atheistic perspective I now understand the foolishness of believing that Christians are the persecuted ones. 
It is easy enough to see Christians persecuted in the east with beheadings and whatnot but not really any more than atheists and they are certainly not so persecuted in the western world. In some countries, anyone disagreeing with Sharia law (or perhaps merely desiring an education as a female) finds his or her head in a basket whether Christian, Jewish, Atheist, or Muslim. Christians have just as many enemies as the atheists since any religion hating Christianity will also hate atheists.
             Given my own perception of what Christianity should be, I never saw the United States as a Christian nation, but given the general consensus of Christianity based upon the three putrid lies, Christianity comprises a significant majority of this country and certainly casts more stones than it receives despite their many cries of being picked on. Christianity fairly recently undid much of the work that the original founders accomplished in 1776 when the United States proclaimed its independence. In 1791 the Bill of Rights protected us against governmental influence of religion and yet we constantly see the government promoting religion today thanks to the Christian majority. That majority is indeed slowly changing, however, and things are beginning to lean more towards freedom once again.
It is widely unknown, mostly by Christians, but our money did not say “In God We Trust” until 1864 when it first appeared in coinage nearly a century later and only became the country’s motto in 1956. In fact, it has been the motto for only 60 years as of writing this (2016) and has been on our currency for only 152 of the 240 years that we have been independent. Secular government was the default concept until Christianity, being the majority, could undo this separation of church and state. The motto on the first penny was actually “Liberty Parent of Science & Industry.”
             Thomas Jefferson wrote in 1802, “... religion is a matter which lies solely between man & his God, that he owes account to none other for his faith or his worship, that the legitimate powers of government reach actions only, & not opinions.” Placing “In God We Trust” on our currency and proclaiming it the motto of the country is entirely opposed to this concept. The government may not have required belief by law, but it is certainly reaching into the realm of opinions and not actions. It nullifies completely that some people do not believe in God.
The Pledge of Allegiance is another instance of religious modification. Composed in 1892, it remained without the phrase “under God” until 1954, and the Pledge of Allegiance from then on required kids to proclaim faith in God every day at school. This, too, clearly goes against Thomas Jefferson’s idea that government should not reach into opinion and belief as opposed to action.
             Today, those professing Christianity comprise nearly 100% of all governmental officials. Coming out as an atheist is an act of political suicide. In a 2012 Gallup poll (see figure), even homosexuals and Muslims showed more favorable as a presidential candidate than a qualified atheist and those two people groups are rife with strife in the Christian community. No one is more hated than an atheist.
An atheist is cursed and falsely accused of all kinds of malicious things even when many promote only love and peace as humanists. And yet the Christians who speak the loudest tend to be the war-mongering hateful ones. It is odd that those professing the label of being heaven-bound tend to be those accounting for the most hateful of speech while those removing themselves from such dogma and focusing on humanitarian ways are the ones labeled as hell-bound. By considering how these labels were switched, and given the state of Christianity as I saw it, along with the great uprising against me for promoting peace, I believed more and more that Christianity had been corrupted and thus corrupted the world. 
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Christianity twisted our history books to make us believe that we were a Christian nation. It corrupted the message of Jesus from peace and love to bloodlust, sacrifice, intolerance, and hate. It took away the power of the people to seek God on their own only to be subdued by a patriarchal structure of priests. It shut God up and required that we read about his historical presence while ignoring that he still exists and speaks today. Never once did my research, studying, praying, and seeking yield me a response from God that I ought to trust a random church or follow the ways of the Bible. I felt entirely led by God to trust in him to speak, to guide, and to instruct in an ever-changing world. I felt confirmation every step of the way that Christianity had fallen from whence it had become and that only rational thought and insight would reap a harvest of truth.
             I began trusting my prophetic sense all the more as I read the Bible. I began to realize that God could speak to me through the text in metaphorical ways in the same manner by which he informed me of the coming 2011 weather phenomena. The storm on New Year’s Eve did not literally say anything, but God used it to give me a deep impression that I could understand. I began following and believing more of these impressions as I felt they were justifiably God’s true voice much like his whispering in 1 Kings 19:13.
             The book of Joel hit me hard as a metaphor for modern Christianity. Joel proclaimed that God wanted what was written there to be passed down from generation to generation so that it would not be forgotten. That message talked about how locusts came and devoured everything including the smallest leftovers. Whatever the great locusts left, smaller ones would eat, and what they left even smaller ones would eat. And even what seemed to be left by those would be eaten by yet other locusts. I took this to mean the Word of God. 
The word of God had been consumed until nothing good remained. It started with the great locusts—-the apostles—and followed up with a multitude of believers down the generations. Joel admonished that we should recognize these things happening, to recognize that we have lost the wine and the food and respond by wailing and lamenting. This, too, resonated with me as the power of God being taken away from us, and yet the people were oblivious that it had occurred. The ultimate summation indicated that we ought to bemoan our state and draw everyone together for a change as we repent of our disgusting religiosity and denial of his voice. This had me enthused as I longed for such a day as when men would recognize the failings of the church and band together in unity toward love. Yet again, I had no one to tell. My excitement fell flat and useless.
             I kept studying all the more, and I felt a prick in my heart as if something were amiss while reading 2 Thessalonians 2. I took to BlueLetterBible.org and began researching each and every word in the original Greek trying to draw out the original meaning of the verses. Having neither official instruction in Greek nor having the original conjugations of the words, I made due with the Spirit of God to compose my own version of 2 Thessalonians 2:3-12 knowing that any word could have been slightly tweaked over the years anyway. Whether or not my translation could possibly be derived from what we have today mattered little at this point since I knew within my heart that God led me. Even if my own text were way off from the oldest Greek version on record, the supposed original could have been corrupted over time to veer from this new meaning that I had derived which had just as much plausibility as truth. Further, my version could be God’s unique words to me and have nothing to do with the original intent. So I tried to translate it as best I could and I came up with the following:
 
Let no man deceive you in any way; that day shall not come until there is first a written divorcement (i.e. the Bible) and that this wandering from righteousness is uncovered: this progeny of destruction that opposes and lifts itself up over all speaking of God or else is honored as if it were God, is appointed among the churches demonstrating itself as their God. Don’t you remember? For when I was still among you, I told you these things. Likewise, presently, you see withholding such that this might be revealed at the proper time. For this hidden concept of unrighteousness is showing itself already at work, but is presently detained until it comes into existence from amongst us. And at that time this unrighteousness will be revealed which the Lord will destroy with the spirit of His mouth and put an end to it manifesting his presence. Whose presence is, according to the powerful work of the adversary, lying with all its powers and signs and miracles. And in all the deceitfulness of unrighteousness in those that perish, they instead do not take hold of the truth of love unto their own healing. And for this reason, God shall insert powerful errors into the lie that they believe such that all will be at odds with one another who do not believe the truth but think this unrighteousness seems good.
 
When I had finished, I sat with my mouth agape in astonishment. There in the Bible I found a covered-up proclamation that the Bible itself acted as a written divorcement from God. It would be created out of the workings of the apostles and God would allow it so that the prophecy could be fulfilled. It is a hidden concept of unrighteousness because people thought that it would be good to write this stuff down and they did not realize what it truly accomplished: God’s silence, division, and hate. By latching on to the Bible, we refused to listen to God speak. All the churches appointed it as if it were God himself by proclaiming the words it spoke as the words of God directly. God could no longer speak his own words. And further, whoever thought that this terrible deed, this written divorcement, was a good thing, such people would be at odds with one another as they are today due to the many errors that God himself inserted. 
This fully explained the multitude of divisions of Christianity. God inserted powerful lies and errors that confused all the Bible-believers and set them at odds against each other. The text also revealed that one day this would be recognized and people would once again long for the voice of God rather than the book and that God would then come and destroy this foolishness once and for all. He would again perform miracles and wonders which the devil will proclaim are merely lies and trickery.
             I could hardly contain my excitement upon completing this translation. Many long and painstaking hours had I put into it as I relied on God to help me and the result could be no clearer. The secret had been discovered and perhaps others, somewhere, someday, would realize it too. I had a new calling to speak it from the rooftops and reveal it to the rest of mankind to usher in the coming of Christ. By listening to God, I had been led into deeper secrets and knowledge of the Kingdom and soon I would see his amazing power.
             As if a rule of the universe, nobody cared much for my newfound ideas. Given that I did not even know Greek and did not even have the original writings to work from, nobody gave me a second thought. I did not truly expect anyone to take my own translation too seriously, but in fact no one even understood the difference from the original text in the Bible. The original text proclaimed that a man of destruction would come whereas mine indicated the Bible as being that concept of anti-Christ. The original claimed that the anti-Christ would do false signs and miracles while mine said that Christians would be doing real miracles. All these things would take only slight modifications in the original texts. The original translation did not even make much sense, but with my own translation it all became perfectly clear. Still, no one cared whatsoever. I determined that the translation must be a message for me alone since no one else could possibly vouch for its authenticity.
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   Changing the World

    

   [image: ]hile I often felt great excitement at new revelations, the amount of stress I underwent trying to rectify the kingdom of God whilst holding a full-time job was unsurmountable. I developed a pain in my neck that has yet to leave me and has me constantly moving my head trying to relieve pressure and stretch the tenseness of the muscles. I find that the more relaxed I am, the easier it is to overcome, but during stressful times I look a lot like a bobble-head on the dash of a pickup truck off-roading in the Rockies. The pain and uncomfortableness of this ailment has often left me wishing to give up. I have been to doctors, physical therapists, counselors, chiropractors, and even had Botox injections, ultrasounds, X-rays, MRIs, and an EEG trying to root-cause the issue. No cause has yet been found. 

   For a while I feared that God intentionally damaged my neck so as to call me a stiff-necked fool for not doing whatever it is he wanted me to do. Unfortunately, I had no idea what more or less I ought to do apart from continuing to reason out what is right and what is wrong. While I feared continually that my path might be the wrong one, I had no means of determining the proper path since logic with my known data points brought me to my current state of mind, and lack of logic certainly did not give any indication of which doctrines to blindly follow. Without God shouting from a fiery bush, I had no choice but to continue the same path I found myself on no matter how much of a literal pain in the neck it seemed.

                Eventually, it occurred to me that I should not have to struggle as much as I did for the kingdom of God. If God wanted me to do something in particular, he should probably inform me. Or, if I actually came up with a worthwhile idea, I could put it into practice at that point rather than imagining that God required me to pull such an idea out of the depths of my despair. I should not need to beat myself up for having all this knowledge with no ideas on what to do with it. This moment of clarity helped me relax immensely. The weight of the world was no longer on my own shoulders. The neck issue remained, but all the global problems now belonged to God—not to me. 

   I greatly desired for God to use me, but I reasoned that I should not have the burden to figure it all out myself without God simply telling me. In such a way, I gave up on my own efforts while always being on the lookout for something more I could do. This helped, but I immensely feared that God would consider my relaxation as laziness, giving up, or not trying. Because of this, I continually tried to come up with ideas while simultaneously trying not to be too disappointed at my failure to derive anything and remembering that everything will work out in the end whether or not I succeed—I merely had to try.

                The idea of writing a book came to mind yet again and a few more times after that. I loved writing and I felt as if God tried leading me down that path on multiple occasions. One such instance came from an email I wrote to my colleagues regarding going out to lunch on a regular basis. My writing apparently stood out from my fellow engineers even for something as mundane as inviting people to lunch. Someone responded in all sincerity that he thought I should consider writing a book just because he thought my lunch invite was so articulate. Having contemplated it many times already and even having tried previously, I felt rather strongly that perhaps I should write a book and that perhaps God led him to say this to me just like he must have done with the homeless man.

                I went back to writing and started from scratch probably four or more times. My tone of writing often hinted at personal despair or disgust, demonstrated disgruntlement, or had an air of superiority in hopes of sounding smart rather than wishy-washy. When you see the church of your God being no better than a Nazi concentration camp, it makes it difficult to write in more uplifting overtones. Being given more to logical appeal than emotional argumentation, I found it difficult to understand the psyche of humanity that would make them focus on my tone more than the content. However, as I would later learn, content is often less important than one’s own preconceived ideas even with the perfect tone.

                For one book attempt, I compiled many pieces of poetry I had written. I constantly feared being misunderstood, but even though poetry can be cryptic, I felt it gave me the license to be so without retribution. Most of my attempts at getting people to see what I saw left me alone, frustrated, and falsely accused. I had good reason to fear misunderstanding. I thought that perhaps poetry would enable me to be poetic and confusing without inviting insult for it and, like Jesus did with parables, it would enable only those trying to hear to understand. Being cryptic as it would be for some people, no one could be sure enough of what I might truly mean in order to ridicule my statements. 

   I truly hated trying to figure out how best to convince people of my ideas. There were too many variables and too many things that could be misunderstood or taken out of context. Such complexity overwhelmed me. I had hoped that poems could be memorable as little pieces of the puzzle and perhaps others could put it all together themselves at a later date.

                One poem that I had written expressed everything I wanted to say on a single sheet of paper after I crammed it into four columns printed landscape and printed on both sides of the paper at about eight-point font. I had gone to Office Max and printed out two hundred copies of it. I had intended to put them out as flyers on the windshields of church-goers, but I ultimately decided against it. It seemed too preachy and I did not trust that anyone would give it much thought. I found it hard enough to convey ideas in prose let alone in poetry and being so short and to the point without actually allowing much room for interpretation, I feared it might invite all the more accusations of arrogance. My poem amounted to little more than a rhyming dissertation.

   While I had all but given up on writing a book after too many unsuccessful attempts, I thought I might as well write down ideas on index cards so that I could better organize them into chapters in case I ever wanted to get back to it. In this way, perhaps God could slowly ease a book out of me. I also purchased multiple colored highlighters so I could try to pick out the main elements of the Bible and highlight them appropriately for easier searching and flipping through the pages when I might look for a reference later. I highlighted some verses as promises, some as admonitions, reprimands, theological statements, and some as lessons, parables, or words of wisdom. I had done some color-coding like this in the past, but this time I did it specifically for verses I found useful for explaining my main talking points and ideas for a book. Of course, I ended up thinking most everything proved my points and thus nearly everything in the New Testament began receiving a highlight until I realized the futility of it.

                It turned out that the index cards proved fairly useless in trying to organize my thoughts because so many of them overlapped concepts, ideas, and logical proofs that I could not put one into any one category. They were like puzzle pieces where one would need to know the entire puzzle before being able to see how the piece fit. But one could not see the entire puzzle until they had first tried putting the pieces together. I could foresee that making one argument would immediately be met with a counter-argument steeped in disgust at my foolishness before I could explain how it truly does fit. People would give up long before I could make the entire case to demonstrate how everything fit together. A logical argument would not work with such a heated and emotional topic. I knew this from experience already. It could not be done when discussing things so near and dear to someone’s heart, soul, and identity. The cognitive dissonance would destroy all reason and turn them into a furious troll.

                Still, I focused on obtaining understanding, clarity, and organization of thought for my own sake in case I would ever find a use for it. In the end, I only ended up with a bunch of cards, highlights, and notes that I could go back to on occasion and think, “Oh yeah, that’s a good one!” 

                In the quiet of my own studying, I felt that I continued to learn quite a bit. Unfortunately, I still lacked anyone to share my learning with. I decided to try to influence people more subtly without offering my heresy and religious infidelity outright. I began holding my own home church within my apartment without exactly calling it church. We saw it as more of a church-like small group which we then labeled “small church.” We had up to about seven or eight people at one point. 

   We got together to sing, to pray, and to discuss the things of the Bible and our faith in God. I would try my hardest to focus on righteousness—as in doing what is right and improving ourselves—while not dissing the validity of the Bible or the evil behind blood sacrifices. If people mentioned the sacrifice of Jesus, I would try not to nod in agreement but to stare somewhat blankly while not disagreeing at the same time. I wanted to give the impression that such statements were not something to throw around to feel accepted, but I did not want to push them off either. I shared my heretical ideas upfront with my friend Eric, but for everyone else I kept silent. I wanted to push righteousness alone in hopes that they would eventually come to their own conclusions as they benefited from a better life of love.

                Jacque, who joined our group only once, threw me off guard when she decided to no longer participate after the very first meeting. The defection came soon after I sent an email for people to contemplate in order to discuss the points during our next gathering. I listed out the main problems I saw with Christianity while focusing, of course, only on the righteousness aspect.

                

   Main problems Within Christianity:

    

   	The vast majority of Christians are not seeking righteousness

    	The vast majority of Christians do not know what righteousness is

    	The vast majority of Christians do not know the importance of seeking righteousness

    	The vast majority of Christians do not know the benefits of living righteously

    	The vast majority of Christians do not believe it is even possible to live righteously

    	The vast majority of Christians believe that Christianity is a belief in Jesus and "what he did" as opposed to faith in the truth of what Jesus taught to our own and others' benefit

    	Christianity is widely perceived as a religion or belief in a creator as opposed to a Godly lifestyle in faith of its rewards and the effectiveness of such living

    	People remain in pain and suffering both physically and emotionally due to the above misconceptions

    	The knowledge of God which could save us is replaced with something that hurts us and others instead

    	God's name is completely defiled by all the above

    	God mourns for his people because of all the above

    	God is angry with those who continue to propagate all the above 

    	Those who recognize these issues quite often find themselves alone and weary making it much more difficult to press on which further perpetuates the problem

   
 

   Jacque’s response, edited for readability, clearly demonstrated the truth of these issues perfectly:

    

   Sean, I basically agree. However, I disagree with your underlying supposition that humans are capable of knowing and much less living or pursuing righteousness. I have come to believe that apart from Christ there is no righteousness and no hope of it. It's actually at the moment that we believe we can live or pursue righteousness that I think sin gets its first foothold. Thus, rather than pursuing righteousness, I think the goal should be to pursue the cause of righteousness: Jesus and God. Honestly, apart from this focus I utterly fail to live righteously which, for me, is most of the time. This is the current aim of my journey.

    

   Despite making nearly zero logical sense, I found such a response to be quite common for many Christians which is what prompted my list of issues in the first place. Christians often do not want to focus on righteousness. Instead, they want to focus on thanking Jesus for dying for their sins because they, themselves, could not be righteous. Heaven forbid anyone try to be righteous for they are thus evil and narcissistic for thinking they could be anything but evil. This is literally the mindset of millions of Christians. They believe righteousness comes from accepting a gift of blood sacrifice and they falsely assume that Jesus condemned the Pharisees for thinking they could achieve righteousness. Heaven will be supposedly filled with people who knowingly believe they cannot nor should they attempt to achieve righteousness, and hell is reserved for those who think they can be good people and try to be such. Terrible labels, indeed. Personally, I would much rather be with the people who believe they can and should be good than with the people who do not even try and simply assume their righteousness through someone else’s efforts and some crazed blood sacrifice ritual.

                This concept of pursuing God or Jesus as Jacque would rather do, is meaningless in and of itself. My idea of pursuing God is listening for how he would have us live our lives and making righteous decisions. Her idea evidently meant something else. Perhaps she felt that pursuing God meant more along the lines of praying, singing, and feeling happy in God’s supposed presence while giving thanks. I do not see how that is pursuing God, but that seems to be the gist of such people who give up seeking righteousness for seeking God instead. 

   Jacque very clearly demonstrated the futility of her own position in her response. She believed that sin got a foothold from trying to be good, and yet she very clearly said that she failed most of the time by not trying. She said she fails if she seeks righteousness rather than God, but then immediately followed up by saying she fails most of the time anyway. The typical Christian rhetoric is that we are terrible and evil, and we cannot be any better apart from God’s assumption of our righteousness through Jesus’ blood atonement. We can never be truly righteous of our own accord. But this conflicts with someone saying we ought to try for righteousness which they see as a bad thing. If we are already bad, then how could it be any worse to seek to be good? They simply know it is wrong to seek righteousness and they cannot consolidate that with the fact that they already fail anyway so it could certainly do no harm.

                I responded to Jacque in hopes of expressing my position on righteousness more precisely. I would not negotiate when it came to righteousness since I believed it to be the key to the kingdom of heaven and the original gospel Jesus preached. People could believe what they wanted regarding the veracity of the Bible, whether or not Jesus was God, and whether or not his death meant anything more than that people are terrible, but I would not have the message of righteousness reduced to an opinion for our small church. The group must be founded upon the principle of self-improvement and seeking after righteousness. I wrote:

                

   Indeed, we will probably (though I will leave that up to God) not reach perfection such that we never sin again for the rest of our lives. Similarly, Paul's struggle where he does the things he wishes not to do is not one long continuous event for all of life. The choice is always there, but the struggle does not always accompany it. We need to decide with every breath whether we shall be obedient to righteousness or sin. One breath of sin does not remove the opportunity to breathe the next in righteousness. If we walk in the Spirit we will not gratify the desires of the flesh. If we are constantly unrighteous in our walk, then we are constantly not walking in the Spirit of God. This is the main thing that Satan has corrupted to destroy true faith. The world focuses on faith that Jesus is the Christ as opposed to having faith in what Jesus taught in regards to living righteously and how the Kingdom of God operates. We believe that our belief in God counts as our righteousness in the same way that the Pharisees thought that cleaning a cup and performing prayers, rituals, and carrying scripture with them made them righteous.

    

   Pursuing righteousness could never be done on our own any more than pursuing a rose could be done without flowers since God is righteousness. Similarly, claiming the existence of roses and praising flowers for encompassing them by no means constitutes seeking roses nor becoming like one. A word study on righteousness yields some rather non-mainstream concepts of true faith—some spoken by Jesus himself. The Old Testament gives many examples of people considered righteous, but again, this does not equate to perfection. We can seek righteousness, live righteously, and yet still fail on occasion. This does not, however, indicate that we should not pursue righteousness, but rather we should seek it all the more. And as we pursue, and as we grow in Christ, we will become closer and closer to our goal of ultimate righteousness.

                

   I then included many verses which you can find in the Scripture section of this book regarding righteousness. I continued:

    

   There are a lot of other verses (in Romans especially) that I know appear to contradict these verses, but I assure you they do not. Romans is actually attempting to fight this exact same battle but from a different perspective. When he speaks of being justified by faith, one must first define: faith in what? In context of the letter itself as well as in conjunction with other letters that mention things like "Faith without works is dead," it is obvious that they are not referring to a simple faith in the existence of Jesus, but rather in what He preached as demonstrated by action in such teachings. Similarly, works do not encompass doing good and living righteously; they encompass the works of the law such as cleaning cups, holding festivals, and being circumcised. Again, one does not have to reach perfection to be considered righteous any more than our children need to be adults to make some good decisions and reap our praises for it.

    

   Jacque responded:

    

   Sean, thanks for your wealth of knowledge on the subject. Clearly you are an expert. However, your ascetic way of proving your expertise has been offensive to me. I think I will pursue Jesus/God (aka righteousness) in a slightly more grace-filled and loving environment. Basically, I'm afraid I'll be brow beaten when I unintentionally stumble instead of encouraged to accept God's forgiveness and grace then try again. Thanks for letting me join your group a few weeks ago. With Respect, Jacque

    

   Such responses which disregarded the contents of my arguments and focused only on my supposed character were commonplace. Too often could I very precisely explain myself and yet be accused of all kinds of heinous things such as instigating fear of brow-beating or being a Luciferian. In cases like this, I tended to worry that I had said or done something wrong and offensive and would err on the side of my own failures rather than those of the person I am dealing with. After looking up asceticism and learning that it applied to people self-inducing severe discipline such as whipping oneself and the denial of indulgences, I responded hoping to make nice. Experience left me without much hope of reconciliation, however.

    

   Jacque,

    

   I sincerely apologize if that is the manner in which I came off as. I assure you I am no ascetic and I beat no one for their ideals. It sounds as if you have had bad experiences with this in the past. I am not one to create rules and force anyone to obey them. This is just the opposite of living righteously and is very much in line with Pharisees as you mentioned. You will find that I am just the opposite as I am rather opposed to rules. People need to make their own decisions whether right or wrong and we need to allow them to experience whatever consequences come from it while continuing in love toward them. On that note, I am not going to impose what actions you or anyone else should take to be considered righteous in MY eyes because each person is responsible to his own master. Simply seek righteousness and I trust God to reveal what is right and wrong without my enforcement. I certainly do believe what I speak to you is correct, but I in no way intend to force you to agree. If you truly believe just the opposite then it should matter not what I think and you can stand before God unashamed. If we both are seeking truth then we can trust God to correct us over time and in the meantime we should deal with each other in patience and love. In our group there are indeed differences of opinions. We all state our case and we can agree to disagree if necessary. I am more than comfortable doing that in this case as well.

    

   If it is not so much the message that you disagree with, but rather my delivery of it, I apologize for that as well since my writing is generally more rigid than others and, to be honest, I do not know how to correct this. I am perceiving it is more what I write than how I write it, however, that has offended you. The decision is obviously yours if you wish to continue despite our differences given the clarification that I will not beat you :-).

    

   I never heard from Jacque again. Perhaps I was “excommunicated” by yet another acquaintance. After having many such conversations, I began to realize that perhaps the word righteousness did not fully encompass what I personally felt it meant. In the Bible, righteousness really does not hold much meaning on its own. Christians believe themselves to be righteous for their faith and so any verses uplifting righteousness, to most Christians, are merely uplifting faith as opposed to uplifting moral behavior. Yet, when talking about trying to achieve righteousness as a way of life, the meaning is suddenly shifted toward religious works and rites of passage such as circumcision or else it somehow means perfection.

                Many Christians love quoting Paul in Romans 3 when he said “There is no one righteous, not even one; there is no one who understands; there is no one who seeks God. All have turned away, they have together become worthless; there is no one who does good, not even one.” They use this to indicate our own worthlessness.  Then they tend to couple this with Isaiah 64:6 “all our righteous acts are like filthy rags.” They put together this wonderful display of how terrible humankind is and how innately evil we all are and that we are disgusting in God’s sight which makes it all the more amazing and loving that he died for us. Yet these verses are so far removed from their original context that it makes me wonder if anyone at all even reads their Bibles. In Romans, Paul was actually quoting Psalm 14 where David lamented that everyone had turned from God and he expressed hope that God would restore his people. David did not proclaim for the entirety of the planet and for all time that all people were terrible, evil, and could do no good. He lamented the specific time he lived in because he recognized it as wrong and not as a permanent state that could not be changed.

                This is the exact case in Isaiah as well. Isaiah lamented that everyone had turned from doing good and instead resorted to evil. Just before the verses stating that their righteousness was but filthy rags, he very explicitly stated that God rewards good deeds: “You come to the help of those who gladly do right, who remember your ways.” He continues to express how God did not help them because they chose evil ways instead. They were so evil, in fact, that the greatest good they could muster was still an act of evil—merely filthy rags. Isaiah did not proclaim the state of humanity as a whole; he expressed displeasure in the current state of affairs. And yet, these verses are continually used within Christianity to mean that we as a people are disgusting in God’s sight and we are to take joy that he saved us anyway and loves us despite our grotesqueness. How delightfully repulsive the whole story is.

                This idea that we cannot be righteous is mingled with the misconception that the Pharisees were actually trying to be such. Together, it makes an enemy of anyone proclaiming that we ought to be righteous. The average Christian believes that the Pharisees tried to be righteous and this is something we should certainly try to avoid. Rather, we should consider ourselves righteous due to Jesus’ bloody atonement. Anyone trying to proclaim otherwise is clearly under the hand of Satan himself just as the Pharisees. With such false indoctrination, it is too easy to translate “the righteous” into “Christians” rather than understanding that it refers to someone actually behaving in a decent and proper way. Thus, such verses focusing on righteousness are incapable of enlightening anyone to their error.

                All my efforts to uplift righteousness led people to assume I wanted to be like the Pharisees or to devoid myself of pleasures as an ascetic and whip myself if I do wrong. They see it as brow-beating or futility rather than something good that we ought to all strive for. We can all use improvement at all times and we should all be cognizant of this fact while trying to better ourselves. It does not matter if we achieve perfection, but we certainly ought to strive for improvement in the areas of kindness, love, patience, and so on—both for the good of others and even of ourselves. Christianity started out with this concept in mind just as Judaism did as evidenced by the admonitions and complaints of the major prophets.

                Realizing the meaninglessness of the word, I came to the conclusion that I needed to refer to righteousness in a different way if I wanted any Christian to take me seriously. This misunderstanding of righteousness made me all the more certain that Satan had hijacked Christianity and switched even more labels. Seeking righteousness now meant seeking vanity. I certainly could not sit idly by while Satan ruled Christianity. I had to figure out how to get the message out to the rest of Christendom and restore it to its rightful understanding of listening to God, putting away the traditions of man, and focusing again on sacrificially loving one another.
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   Forever Lost… Again

    

   [image: ]iven the many failures I experienced in trying to explain my ideas and insights, I had often wondered about the intelligence of the masses. It seemed to me that many people were extremely slow at putting things together and I had to painstakingly piece every little bit into a nice and tidy little picture for anyone to understand—which I always failed miserably to do, of course. Rather than everyone else being dumb, I thought perhaps it is possible that I had an above-average intellect. It occurred to me that maybe I only needed to find more intelligent people to discuss the Bible with. Anyone intelligent enough would be willing to look at all angles and reason-out what the Bible really means. Perhaps the intelligent people simply needed a prophet to guide them. I had actually been curious for a while about my intellect, and now I had a reason to find out apart from pure vanity. I decided to apply to American Mensa in order to seek out intelligent individuals that could fully grasp God’s message.

                American Mensa is an organization comprised of individuals who score in the top two percentile of an IQ Test which they administer. There are also various other tests which they would accept if someone happened upon taking one, but I took theirs since I had not taken any others previously. I found the test to be quite boring and somewhat inapplicable to intelligence from my personal grasp of intelligence, but this did not stop me from passing in the top percentile. It focused a lot on math which I do not personally believe has much to do with IQ as it does with basic knowledge, education, and practice. It also had a lot of pattern recognition and memory tests which made a bit more sense to me from an IQ perspective. 

                The results of my passing overjoyed me to finally know that indeed my intellect surpassed that of the general masses. It made things click for me as to why I had such difficulty communicating my ideas—of course they would struggle if they found it difficult to even pass the simplicity of the Mensa test. People must not have been intelligent enough to grasp my arguments. I thought that perhaps I could find a way to spread the word of God if only I could get some more intelligent people to back me up. I immediately took to the forum. My first post on the Mensa forum was an exuberant and outspoken pile of emotional blindness. I titled my post “Help a Bible-Half-Believing, Cross-Hating, Blood-Free Christian” and I exclaimed that I knew the true message of God, what went wrong, and that I needed people to help me spread the word.

                I figured most people would be a Christian within Mensa since all sufficiently intelligent people should see the obvious facts of God’s existence. Or, at the very least, I thought everyone would be willing to give a fellow smart-person the time of day to explain a belief and give it some thought. I am sure everyone can guess where it went from there, however. Few people are open to a random crack-pot on the internet spewing their superior knowledge and direct connection to God’s will. Most people were not at all interested in knowing what I had to say. They had already made up their minds about different subjects and were not very interested in a new perspective. Then again, I had no interest in their point of view either. After all, we were all so intelligent as to come to our own conclusions that we did not need the conclusions of others.

                I tried for a while to communicate with the members of Mensa, but it eventually dawned on me that most people were not there to make a difference with their intellect. I felt as if the members saw Mensa as a token of their superiority over others. They felt they had a badge of honor and they wore it around proudly. I had no interest in vanity so I gave up on trying to associate with them and obtaining their advice. In the end, there are just as many people with just as many opinions in Mensa as there are in the real world and it is probably even more difficult to convince Mensans of new ideas since so many of them are not looking to others for guidance. It seems humans are human whether their intellect gives them greater capacity or not—either that, or the test simply does not measure anything worthwhile which is entirely possible in my opinion. Still, not to discredit Mensa all together, I did not give it enough time and effort with a more rational and less religious mind. Perhaps it is not as bad as I perceived.

                It makes sense to me, however, that intelligent people should learn to agree somehow if indeed they are intelligent. Truths are true and can thus be determined true and agreed upon. Anything undetermined can be agreed upon that it is impossible to know as of now but yet may have underlying probabilities. A gut feeling can be appreciated, but intelligent people should be capable of indicating that it is only a gut feeling rather than a fact. Intelligence should breed much more agreement and especially humility in what we lack for understanding. I also thought intelligence would develop a desire to be kind and compassionate since that always seems to be the wise course of action. It turns out that neither intelligence nor religion provides a good indicator of altruism or wisdom.

                Throughout the following year, I continued studying and hoping to come up with a grand scheme of how to change the world. Most ideas revolved around a book, of course, but I could never write anything that I truly valued. I took to studying again, but this time I decided to focus more on philosophy and psychology to better understand how the human brain works and how to reach people. I read The Tipping Point by Malcolm Gladwell which started opening my eyes to the nature of different types of people and how they interact in larger groups. Seeing how large groups of people tend to devolve into evil or lack of accountability, I began to sense that local efforts would be more effective than global ones. 

   How to Win Friends and Influence People by Dale Carnegie further opened my eyes to the foolishness of mankind in how we can cause people to react differently even to the point of opposing facts solely by how such facts are presented. For example, telling someone that they got ripped off on a purchase will often cause them to justify the cost, yet saying that they received a good deal might encourage them to admit the truth that they were indeed ripped off. It seemed crazy that we could have such power over people in our presentation to cause them to speak truthfully or to lie.

                Watching the news also helped me to understand people a little better although the information I obtained did not encourage me much. The quickness to judge things based upon emotional response is astounding, and the media plays on it like mosquitos prey on the exposed skin of camping children. If they can get an audience emotionally riled up, the viewers are guaranteed to share the filth and come back looking for more blood-boiling action and reassurance of their false opinions. Most people appear more interested in their own ideas being reiterated or reinforced than they are about critically reviewing data and facts. Advertisers know this, producers know this, and corporations know this. Facts rarely do any good when it comes to fighting against emotion.

                Via the books Blink: The Power of Thinking Without Thinking by Malcolm Gladwell, Subliminal by Leonard Mlodinov, The Invisible Gorilla by Daniel Simons and Christopher Chabris, and Willful Blindness by Margaret Heffernan, a very strong case can be made for the futility of humanity. Humans see things that do not exist, they do not see things that do exist, they lie not only to others but to themselves, they remember things vividly that are entirely made up, they associate things incorrectly, jump to false conclusions, and behave differently based upon extremely subtle cues that they may not even know are present. Humans are so fallible in so many ways that they can be entirely convinced by a lie and propagate it to the extent of 900 people willingly drinking poisoned Kool-Aid as in the Jonestown Massacre of 1978. Another cult from 1997 known as Heaven’s Gate suffocated themselves for the purpose of hitching a ride on a UFO trailing a comet as it flew by Earth.

                Despite all these depressing facts about our minds and how they can play tricks on us, the human race does appear to be advancing significantly. Christianity prevented me from seeing it due to confirmation bias and my expectation for the world to succumb to evil and burn in hell. Steven Pinker, in The Better Angels of Our Nature, puts together an extremely well-devised argument that violence has been decreasing over time. Learning these things and compiling them with the knowledge I had gleaned regarding multiple religions and cults made it all the more convincing that religion is a natural construction which arises from humanity as people try to understand things around them. Oddly enough, the full realization came more subtly from reading A Short History of Nearly Everything by Bill Bryson. This book had little to do with human nature and psychology, but it had the same net effect on both me and Emily. She ultimately lost her faith when reading this book and, without telling me, recommended that I read it as well. Half-way through it, I lost my faith once and for all.

                As I recall, Bill Bryson did not talk too much about religion or religious ideas. He walked the reader through the history of inventions and science and somehow this all simply clicked for me: we are on our own. We figure things out through trial and error. We often think we know things that we do not. We make mistakes. We make false assumptions. People reject what is new and cling to superstition in the deadliest of fashions. Science has continually revealed things throughout history that used to be mystical and explained it in logical and predictable terms. For whatever reason, this book put everything into perspective and everything I had ever known glided into place to make a congruent picture. 

   Humans are not scientific by nature and they utterly fail at statistics and understanding the world around them. This led to all kinds of crazy ritualistic ideas and religious dogmas throughout time as a common part of human nature. No religions were right and all were a product of mankind trying to make sense of things they did not understand when they were first becoming cognizant—a repeated grand delusion of the human species proven to exist in all instances of humanity in every nook and cranny of the world.

                I did not have the same depressed feeling after losing my faith the second time. I had fully convinced myself that God did not exist and I no longer felt as if anything could take this new realization away from me. There would be no day that God would look at me in dismay that I turned my back and stopped believing. And even if God did exist, from my research into Christianity, I believed he would care more for my actions than for my beliefs and thus he would judge me no differently than if I had continued to believe. It also made more sense to me that, if God did exist, he clearly did not want us to even know about it. Perhaps in this way we could truly choose to be kind and generous rather than being compelled by the thought of reward or punishment. If God is testing our mettle here on Earth, surely he needs to know if we are good at heart rather than if we are capable of following orders out of fear or for personal gain. If God exists, he would be happier about my secular humanism than about my religious humanism. A secular humanist is by far a better person since they do good of their own free will and fully knowing there will be no greater reward than personal satisfaction. This is truly the greater sacrifice of love.

                I should emphasize that my conversion did not occur by reading a single book. The many failures of my experiences from trying to understand the Bible compiled with my learning from a great many books before it, is ultimately what convinced me over a significant amount of time and after much pondering. I first had to lose my fear of questioning by realizing it would lead me closer to God if indeed he existed. I thus fully expected my seeking to draw me closer to him. In the end, it pulled me away as I learned more. Not more about Christianity, but more about humanity. The history of humankind took away all doubt in my mind: God does not exist. I no longer saw Christians as revolting against God—instead, I could now see them as revolting in general. The entire concept of the faith had destroyed a significant portion of my life and now I would have to start anew with a fresh set of eyes.

   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
   
  Looking back at my progression of faith, I am both ashamed and proud. I am ashamed that I could have been fooled for so long and yet I am proud that I found my way out through diligent study, thought, and consideration. It has been an interesting experience to say the least and it has provided some intimate insight into the workings of a religious mind. Even though my religious mind generally differed from the religious minds of others, I can still fully relate with the mindset that many of them have. I understand what it is like to see homosexuality as a threat—not because it is icky or unnatural, but because I believed God himself so despised it that he destroyed entire cities because of it. I understand the mindset that using birth control is not trusting in God and that tithing is a good means toward reaping a greater income. These things are absurd to an atheist but I understand being fully content with that absurdity.
             I find that many atheists cannot see beyond their own point of view when considering the character of a Christian and likewise the Christian of an atheist. An atheist sees abortion as a potentially wise choice and sees Christians as evil for trying to control a woman’s reproductive rights. Christians, of course, have no desire to control reproductive rights—they simply wish for babies not to be murdered by the crazy blood-thirsty atheists. Atheists see abortion as being no different than the state of preconception. There are an infinite number of children not being conceived right now and not being conceived is no different than being conceived and aborted within a few days. The fertilized egg feels nothing, knows nothing, and nobody is attached to it as would be the case with the murder of a grown child or adult. There is no psychological trauma with the day-after pill which prevents a newly fertilized egg from attaching to the uterine wall. It is no worse than the millions of sperm that die during each ejaculation or the egg that dies every month of a non-pregnant woman. 
Atheists are not out to murder—they simply see things differently. Christians are not out for reproductive control over women—they simply see things differently. And yet, both sides will lob insults toward one another instead of recognizing the difference in worldview of which neither is particularly intentionally evil. That is not to say, of course, that evil does not come from one or the other even without intention.
             When you consider the three main doctrines of Christianity that so many groups believe and yet disagree about nearly everything else, it should be fairly clear that these three ideas are not the foundation to be building one’s house upon. The house is divided and it cannot stand in light of scrutiny. Proclaiming Jesus died for your sins, that Jesus was God, and that the Bible is the Word of God has provoked more hatred, intolerance, scams and schemes than anything else. People are taken advantage of and lives are destroyed because of these three beliefs. While it is easy enough to consider my struggle in the church a fault of my own due to my extreme arrogance of not blindly trusting any one particular church, those three doctrines and the widespread belief in them enabled me to become such a fanatic. The three doctrines themselves could not stop the destruction that I wreaked on my own life and instead actually caused many troubles. And yet for others, those three pillars do just the opposite.
             As many pastors recommend, and as the admonition Jesus gave in Luke, I cared more for my religion than I did for my family. If my family did not support me, that had zero bearing on my following and serving God. It is easy to condemn my belief as an incorrect interpretation, but again the Bible can be interpreted in a multitude of ways in which few people can agree. I could not determine the correct interpretation apart from my own understanding or else randomly picking from a multitude of other people’s opinions which is by no means honorable. The only other means would be a voice from heaven which never came despite my many days and nights crying out to God. I had to use my own understanding as I pursued truth, and this is where it led me. I took my faith extremely seriously as is hopefully obvious throughout my story. My extreme sincerity led me away from believing in the perfection of the Bible. My extreme sincerity led me away from believing in blood sacrifice. If extreme sincerity in pursuing God has any value whatsoever, then clearly this is where it leads.
             Jesus never once mentioned that a Bible would come to exist and be a required pillar of faith, and he spoke so very little of the other two core doctrines and in such roundabout ways that I am convinced, even as an atheist, that they were not his original message. Having no practical value in guiding life, these three doctrines only support destruction even if believed by well-meaning and loving individuals. Seeking peace, love, and tolerance of different views has great value and it matters much more than belief in a book, a sacrifice, or divinity of a man. The Christianity we have today is indeed the puffed up ball of dough and the empty bottle of grain that Jesus predicted. The salt has lost its savor and it is good for nothing but to be trampled. 
Christianity would do good to get back to the original teachings of Jesus which boiled down to loving your neighbor as yourself and which sums up all the law and the prophets. If it sums up the entire law and the prophets, then clearly sacrifice does not fit within. Love others and you need nothing more since anything else worthwhile is a subset of loving others. I hope more than anything that my book promotes that love. Even if not convincing a single Christian of the non-existence of God, I hope to at least guide them back to the original faith of love instead of faith in religion, ritual, and sacrifice.
             I believed very strongly in my faith which led me to that one and only requirement: love. I did not use faith to further my own agenda as is the case with many political leaders and pastors. In fact, I believed so strongly that I often hindered my own progression in life for the sake of my faith. Whether or not I succumbed to foolishness and vain thinking, I never once intended harm and I remained diligent in trying to seek God. This, in theory, should certainly lead to God, but it most certainly led me only toward loving others and away from religion after a very long struggle. I did not make my decision irrationally or emotionally from some random event in my life. I am not mad at God and I do not hate God; I very truly do not believe he exists. I would not have accepted this statement from an atheist as a Christian, of course, but I now know that it is entirely possible to be atheist without rejecting or hating God and instead to truly believe he does not exist.
             I hope that my personal story and progression of faith has helped to form an understanding of where I come from and to familiarize the reader with my position and experience in life. I am not a monster bent on the destruction of the world and filled with malicious intent and desire for sexual promiscuity trying to live each day from one sin to the next. I care quite deeply for the welfare of mankind and I take no joy in suffering. I do not even take joy in the suffering of evil people who commit great atrocities. I would sooner blot them out of existence than to have them suffer since suffering brings no benefit and we are all a victim of our circumstances. Being godless does not mean being immoral and in many ways it has made me more moral than I ever could have been before. 
I cannot see myself as better than anyone else for any choices or beliefs that I hold due to some unseen force of what makes me who I am. I can concede that if I had the exact same genetic material and upbringing as someone else, I would quite literally be that person and thus make all the same bad choices. There is nothing unique about me that could be inserted into another person and allow me to make better choices. This keeps me on a level playing field with all of humanity such that I never feel a need to presume myself superior over anyone else. All that I am is a product of my genes and experiences and it is nothing of some other concept of self. This, of course, does not excuse actions and make actions meaningless, but they can then be dealt with in a more humane and less self-righteous manner.
             My atheism has enabled me compassion and humility that Christianity never afforded me no matter how I tried. I can no longer consider myself better for believing something while others foolish not to believe. I can no longer consider myself right and everyone else blind and foolish for not agreeing since they are merely a product of their environment and genes. Further, and most importantly, I can hope for the world. As a Christian, I could not hope for the world to improve. The Bible foretold and guaranteed the Earth’s destruction over time due to the evil atheists oppressing the Christians until God comes and destroys and torments them all. This future act of God had me believing it is good, right, holy, and just for atheists to die and suffer the most extreme level of torment even if I hoped to alleviate such repercussions myself. Many Christians look forward to it and plan to mock and scoff at the infidel. This is by no means a moral position. 
Such hatred for the heathen by Christians is no greater a moral position than ISIS lobbing off the heads of reporters, or Al Qaeda crashing planes into towers filled with human beings. My atheism has afforded me the ability to care for all people and to expect that I might make a positive difference in a world that actual can improve. My atheism has removed any remaining hate for people and has given me an appreciation for the amazingness of life which is now far more miraculous. Not all atheists are kind, of course, but I am not merely an atheist; I am a humanist. I care for the progression and kindness of humanity. I care enough to try even an eighth time at writing a book in hopes to spur the world on towards a more loving disposition. It seems this time I have succeeded in writing the book, but only time will tell whether or not the world will succeed in becoming more loving.
 


 
   [image: ]

    

   Thy Kingdom Come

    

   [image: ]hat I dream to see is a Christian populace breaking away from the corrupt version of Christianity we have today and embracing the original. They must not be called Christian, of course, as that would be defeating and confusing. The salt has lost its savor and is thus good for nothing but to be trampled. They must come out of Christianity in nearly every way. The shift must be a deliberate breaking away from the destructive constructs now encompassing the religion and a divorcing of the main foolish creeds. It need not break away with violence, condemnation, or hate, but with love and concern for all mankind with a realization that the current doctrines do not promote such.

                As I write this book, the 2016 primaries are selecting their new presidential candidates. Not only is it astounding that professed Christians align with a Republican party which typically hates the poor and loves war, but that they uplift Donald Trump of all people who embodies every terrible aspect to the extreme. My intent is not particularly to get into politics, but to address the current narrative of the primarily “Christian” Republican Party which is very anti-poor, unwelcoming toward travelers, and even downright hostile. They desire to wall-off migrators and to kill Muslims and homosexuals. They believe that the poor are all lazy abusers of the system gaining from what they have not put effort into obtaining. Jesus never really concerned himself much with the failings of the poor and in fact made it a priority to help them. He instead concerned himself with the failings of the rich and powerful to whom more responsibility is required. Now, I know that the Democratic Party is also far from removed from the corrupt influence of the wealthy, but it is at least promoting the values of Jesus. Fixing the political system is an entirely different topic and one I hope would arise from a growing populace uplifting the humanistic ideals that Jesus once preached.

                This shift toward the restoration of Jesus’ message would focus on community living, sharing, and concerning oneself with the welfare of friends, family, neighbors, country, and even the world as a planet and a people. Such people would come together not only to fellowship, but to use their skills and abilities in ways that exceed themselves for the greatness of the world. They would not merely sit in a pew to be preached at, but they would come together to solve any and all problems facing our world. Real problems. Problems that actually hurt people and destroy lives. Problems like hatred and intolerance of differences. Problems like gun violence, depression, and suicide. Such people who legitimately care about others and focus their lives solely upon them would be irresistible. In such a broken world where so many feel isolated, useless, lonely, and depressed, such an environment would be heaven on earth. People would come in droves to become a part of something so wonderful and the world would slowly improve from the bottom up.

                Yes, I am being very idealistic, but idealism can be intoxicating around other passionate people, and ideals become realities when enough people strive for it. If such a movement comes about as I envision, I hope the people first and foremost tackle education followed by the economic model which rules our world. In order for voters to make sound decisions, they must be of sound mind. In order to be of sound mind, the masses must be freely educated in the ways of logic, the scientific process, and social psychology, along with the current basics taught today. Once people are wise enough and educated enough, just maybe they can come up with greater ideas and solutions to the economic woes we face and actually have the masses back them without merely succumbing to whichever idea is most promoted and advertised. The people, as a whole, simply cannot grasp who or what to vote for to promote their best interests.

                The problem with the economy now, is that wealth derives wealth. This is a terrible situation because it guarantees that the rich get richer and the poor get poorer and the merits of any one person become moot. A person starting poor has only the smallest chance of ever becoming anything more and nobody likes the idea of simply taking the money from the rich and redistributing it to the poor. There must be a better solution somewhere. 

   If the rich were to become part of this new fellowship, they should likely use their money entirely to the benefit of mankind and thus “save” many people. This would be great, but even as Jesus stated, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter into this particular kingdom of love and generosity toward fellow man. I certainly agree. I cannot even find humble Christians who wish to make helping those in need a priority, and the rich likely did not become so via their generosity. Perhaps that can change, or perhaps we can find ways to get the rich to put their money back into the economy rather than sitting on it, but I do not foresee such solutions as being easy to derive. 

   It would be even more difficult to get people to vote in their own best interests when those with the money would advertise against such ideas. We need enough people who care to come together and make it happen. When we do, the kingdom Jesus spoke of would truly be among us whether by the power of God or simply by the power of a loving human race. It is clear that it comes down to us whether God exists or not. The kingdom which humanity finds itself within can be a great one if the humans so wish for it to be great. I hope they will indeed wish it. It is my Fool’s Errand to promote it.

    

  

   [image: ]

    

   Scripture

    

   [image: ]rom here, I will categorize some verses from the Bible and discuss them. These are from the notes I took as I studied the Bible which helped shape my ideas and opinions. For the atheist, perhaps these verses can be used to encourage a humanistic Christianity out of the Christians they know. For the Christians, I hope they serve to be a greater “authoritative” argument than my words alone and direct those who wish to remain Christian into the humanistic version that Jesus preached. 

   As you read, keep in mind that verses can always be found to discredit the interpretation of any other verse but that does not resolve the interpretation. If I point out a verse indicating that God never desired sacrifice, for example, it does not help to find a verse that claims he did. This simply leaves a conundrum and does not resolve the meaning of the first verse. Since I argue that the Bible is neither perfect nor authoritative, it is not a problem to have conflicting verses from my point of view. The real trouble actually comes when one tries to make it all coherent. It can be done, of course, by adding all kinds of assumptions, but hopefully there will be enough evidence presented to indicate that it is not worth jumping through such hoops to create coherency. In the end, if something can be interpreted in a couple different ways, I would encourage one to remember all the possibilities and simply consider each as being more or less plausible than any other at any given point in time without outright denying anything.

   In regard to scripture, my logic ultimately flows as follows: Jesus taught a message of love as opposed to sacrifice and rituals. He warned that his message would be corrupted. He taught us to listen to God directly and to consider no man to be one’s teacher or authority. So unless God spoke to each and every one of us directly to indicate we ought to whole-heartedly trust the Bible, then we go against the Bible by trusting the Bible whole-heartedly. Since it is likely that God did not personally tell us in particular that the Bible is his word, it should be entirely thought of as the words of man. Man’s words can indeed be correct, but that does not mean any person or book should be thought of as authoritative. Since the Bible itself foretells that the message would become corrupted and no God told us to believe the Bible whole-heartedly, it must be assumed that it is quite likely that the Bible is corrupted even if some portions are still true. An inability to determine which is which with 100% certainty is unnecessary and entirely foolish as an excuse to simply accept it all. With all that in mind, the following are the verses that spoke the most to me and directed me toward my heresy.

    

   

  

 
   Scripture: Righteousness

    

   Righteousness in today’s Christianity is assumed via the blood sacrifice of Jesus. Christians believe they are clean and righteous by donning the blood of a murdered and resurrected Jesus. But let us take a look at righteousness more in depth and see if this truly makes sense from a Biblical standpoint. I contend that righteousness is not assumed, but is instead a behavior of goodness.

    

   Matthew 5:6

   Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.

   Can one thirst for being pardoned by Jesus’ sacrifice? Once having the pardon, what thirst can be left? This indicates more than mere sacrificial pardon.

    

   Matthew 5:10

   Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

   More people are persecuted due to standing up for what is right rather than for believing themselves saved via a sacrifice.

    

   Matthew 5:20

   For I tell you that unless your righteousness surpasses that of the Pharisees and the teachers of the law, you will certainly not enter the kingdom of heaven.

   Jesus condemned the Pharisees for unrighteous acts of greed and devouring widows’ houses. The only thing they had was belief in rituals such as sacrifice, tithing, and circumcision. One’s righteousness must surpass this futile concept of righteousness to enter the kingdom. In other words, actually being righteous rather than believing oneself righteous due to ritual works and sacrifice. One’s righteousness does not surpass that of the Pharisees simply by accepting a blood sacrifice.

    

   Matthew 6:33

   But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.

   What could it mean to seek the kingdom and righteousness after one has already accepted a sacrifice for righteousness? One cannot seek something once it has been found. Both the kingdom and righteousness are to be ever sought after throughout one’s life. You cannot forever seek the sacrifice.

   Matthew 7:20

   Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ferocious wolves. By their fruit you will recognize them. Do people pick grapes from thorn bushes, or figs from thistles? Likewise, every good tree bears good fruit, but a bad tree bears bad fruit. A good tree cannot bear bad fruit, and a bad tree cannot bear good fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire. Thus, by their fruit you will recognize them.

   The fruit can be a bit vague, but clearly it must be behavior-oriented as opposed to a mere faith. False prophets will of course appear to have faith and we can only tell them apart by their actions. This fruit can either be righteousness or good deeds but certainly not a mere faith in Jesus. The subsequent verses (below) would also indicate that it refers to righteousness since ‘evildoers’ are the ones cast away.

    

   Matthew 7:21-23

   Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name and in your name drive out demons and in your name perform many miracles?’ Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!’

   This is fairly straight-forward. Evildoers will be cast away. One simply needs to determine what an evildoer is. Presumably, in my opinion, it is one who does evil.

    

   Mathew 13:47

   Once again, the kingdom of heaven is like a net that was let down into the lake and caught all kinds of fish. When it was full, the fishermen pulled it up on the shore. Then they sat down and collected the good fish in baskets, but threw the bad away. This is how it will be at the end of the age. The angels will come and separate the wicked from the righteous and throw them into the blazing furnace, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.

   First, we should realize that not all fish in the world were caught in the net. Thus, the net is the kingdom and the fish within are only those in the kingdom. Those within the ranks of the kingdom are those that will be separated and the wicked ones will be burned while the righteous ones will be spared. This says nothing regarding those not within the kingdom of heaven. One thing is extremely clear, however: righteousness plays a huge part in the separation and belief in a sacrifice likely has nothing to do with it.

    

   Matthew 21:32

   For John came to you to show you the way of righteousness, and you did not believe him, but the tax collectors and the prostitutes did. And even after you saw this, you did not repent and believe him.

   John’s message was to repent of sin. That is, to turn away from it. He did not preach a message of Jesus being sacrificed. The verses indicate that John taught the way to righteousness: repenting of sin.

    

   Matthew 23:25

   “Woe to you, teachers of the law and Pharisees, you hypocrites! You clean the outside of the cup and dish, but inside they are full of greed and self-indulgence.

   From verse 23 all the way down to 35, Jesus makes many statements that the Pharisees are performing faith-based rituals such as cleaning cups and tithing while being entirely sinful. It is this sin that Jesus has a problem with, not their lack of faith. Churches today teach that behaving righteous is similar to the ‘works’ that the Pharisees were condemned for, but clearly that is not the case here. Jesus wanted righteousness as opposed to meaningless faith and ritual works.

    

   Matthew 25:31-46

   This is the parable of separating the sheep and the goats which is too long to include here. They are separated by righteousness and wickedness. If there is any doubt as to what this means, Jesus gave a very detailed explanation: those who clothed the naked, fed the hungry, and visited prisoners were the ones who were righteous and those who did not were the wicked. Once again, this has nothing to do with accepting a sacrifice for salvation. Righteousness is a behavior.

    

   John 13:6-11

   He came to Simon Peter, who said to him, “Lord, are you going to wash my feet?” Jesus replied, “You do not realize now what I am doing, but later you will understand.” “No,” said Peter, “you shall never wash my feet.” Jesus answered, “Unless I wash you, you have no part with me.” “Then, Lord,” Simon Peter replied, “not just my feet but my hands and my head as well!” Jesus answered, “Those who have had a bath need only to wash their feet; their whole body is clean. And you are clean, though not every one of you.” For he knew who was going to betray him, and that was why he said not everyone was clean.

   This is one of those things that could mean whatever you want. For me, however, I see a direct connection with the concepts of baptism and righteousness. By professing oneself to have died to sin and now living for righteousness, one has been symbolically killed, buried, and reborn. This is what baptism is all about. The washing of the body in this way refers to becoming righteous in life and dead to sin. Peter has already devoted his life to Jesus’ teachings on righteousness and thus his body has already been washed (or killed and resurrected). When the body is clean, one merely has mistakes here and there that he needs to rinse off. If he is unwilling to continue to walk in righteousness (i.e. keep his feet clean) then such a person has nothing to do with Jesus. As indicated, they were not all clean because clearly Judas did not ascribe to righteousness or else he would not have turned Jesus over or continually stolen from the treasury.

    

   John 13:34-35

   A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.

   He does not say that his followers should be known for their faith in blood sacrifice, but rather for their love.

    

   John 15:1-2

   I am the true vine, and my Father is the gardener. He cuts off every branch in me that bears no fruit, while every branch that does bear fruit he prunes so that it will be even more fruitful.

   The branches that are on the vine get cut if they do not produce fruit. Notably, not everyone starts off in Christ. Thus, only “Christians” are in the vine and are thus capable of being cut off. They are not cut off simply for no longer believing, but they are cut off for not producing fruit—fruit, of course, being that of loving others.

    

   John 15:10,12,16-17

   If you keep my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commands and remain in his love. I have told you this so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete. My command is this: Love each other as I have loved you. You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you so that you might go and bear fruit—fruit that will last—and so that whatever you ask in my name the Father will give you. This is my command: Love each other.

   The command is love—not faith in sacrifice. And clearly this is then the fruit that we must produce to remain in his love and to not be a branch cut off from him.

    

   Acts 24:25

   As Paul talked about righteousness, self-control and the judgment to come, Felix was afraid and said, “That’s enough for now! You may leave. When I find it convenient, I will send for you.”

   Felix was afraid because he knew he was not righteous. If it were as simple as accepting a sacrifice he would not be terribly worried.

    

   Romans 6:2

   We are those who have died to sin; how can we live in it any longer?

   Sin is the opposite of righteousness. Sin is what harms other people or puts self above them. We are called to no longer live within it—not to simply accept that we do live in it.

    

   Romans 6:11-14

   In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus. Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires. Do not offer any part of yourself to sin as an instrument of wickedness, but rather offer yourselves to God as those who have been brought from death to life; and offer every part of yourself to him as an instrument of righteousness.

   Followers of Jesus are to be instruments of righteousness. One can hardly be an instrument of belief in a sacrifice and it clearly juxtaposes this with sin.

    

   Romans 6:17-22

   But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you have come to obey from your heart the pattern of teaching that has now claimed your allegiance. You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness. I am using an example from everyday life because of your human limitations. Just as you used to offer yourselves as slaves to impurity and to ever-increasing wickedness, so now offer yourselves as slaves to righteousness leading to holiness. When you were slaves to sin, you were free from the control of righteousness. What benefit did you reap at that time from the things you are now ashamed of? Those things result in death! But now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves of God, the benefit you reap leads to holiness, and the result is eternal life.

   This continues to emphasize righteousness while also giving evidence of a slightly different meaning behind death and eternal life. Paul asks the people what benefit they reaped from their lives of sin and provided the answer ‘death.’ Of course, if he meant a literal death he would be writing to a bunch of dead people. He ultimately means a crappy life as opposed to literal death. Similarly, the word ‘eternal’ is more accurately translated as ‘boundless’ and would be the opposite of a crappy life. Doing what is right leads to being a great person in God’s eyes and reaping a bountiful life of reward. 

    

   Romans 7:5-6

   For when we were in the realm of the flesh, the sinful passions aroused by the law were at work in us, so that we bore fruit for death. But now, by dying to what once bound us, we have been released from the law so that we serve in the new way of the Spirit, and not in the old way of the written code.

   This explains the difference between law and heart as opposed to law and freedom to do whatever we want. By having law and stating all the things we cannot do, it merely served as an enticement and a following of the letter of the law as opposed to the spirit of the law. Now, having done away with the law and understanding that God will instead search the heart for intent, we can have an easier time simply focusing on doing what is right and God will forgive our blunders so long as we are focused on righteousness and are truly repentant of our mistakes in our hearts.

    

   1 Corinthians 13

   The entire chapter focuses on what true love is. It explains that anything can be done without love but that love itself is what is powerful. Thus, one can give without love but it is worthless since love is the goal. This again goes to show that the law was useless since it could all be done without encouraging heartfelt choices to love. This is the essence of righteousness.

    

   Galatians 5:13b-14&16

   But do not use your freedom to indulge the flesh; rather, serve one another humbly in love. For the entire law is fulfilled in keeping this one command: “Love your neighbor as yourself.” So I say, walk by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the flesh.

   Walking by the Spirit, or ‘operating via God’s mindset’ will cause one not to gratify the desires of the flesh which are ultimately sensual desires of selfishness. The body tries to do what it feels like doing but if our entire outlook on life is that of righteousness, since it is opposed entirely to evil and selfishness, it will make one ‘feel’ like doing good and prevent one from performing evil. I am not entirely sure I agree seeing as he, too, supposedly struggled, but I believe that is the point he is making. Either way, it is clear that he tells us here to serve one another as the true fulfilling of the law.

    

   Galatians 6:7-9

   Do not be deceived: God cannot be mocked. A man reaps what he sows. Whoever sows to please their flesh, from the flesh will reap destruction; whoever sows to please the Spirit, from the Spirit will reap eternal life. Let us not become weary in doing good, for at the proper time we will reap a harvest if we do not give up.

   This is directly linking God’s blessings with our behavior. It further contrasts ‘destruction’ with ‘eternal’ which, to me, emphasizes yet again that the message intended to convey a crappy life versus a bountiful life as opposed to an everlasting life.

    

   Ephesians 4:22-23

   You were taught, with regard to your former way of life, to put off your old self, which is being corrupted by its deceitful desires; to be made new in the attitude of your minds; and to put on the new self, created to be like God in true righteousness and holiness.

   This indicates that we ourselves must put the new self on. We are not merely assumed as righteous for a belief.

    

   Ephesians 5:8-9

   For you were once darkness, but now you are light in the Lord. Live as children of light for the fruit of the light consists in all goodness, righteousness and truth.

   After accepting Jesus as one’s master, one must live as such by producing the fruit of goodness, righteousness, and truth. Thus, the righteousness is not a matter of proclaiming Jesus to be Lord.

    

   Philippians 1:9-11

   And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, so that you may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless for the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ—to the glory and praise of God.

   Love is what fills us with the fruit of righteousness and this is what makes us pure and blameless for the day of Christ. Thus, it is not Jesus’ supposed sacrifice that makes us righteous.

    

   Colossians 2:20-23

   Since you died with Christ to the elemental spiritual forces of this world, why, as though you still belonged to the world, do you submit to its rules: “Do not handle! Do not taste! Do not touch!”? These rules, which have to do with things that are all destined to perish with use, are based on merely human commands and teachings. Such regulations indeed have an appearance of wisdom, with their self-imposed worship, their false humility and their harsh treatment of the body, but they lack any value in restraining sensual indulgence.

   What is interesting about these verses is that it is not simply saying we are free from the law. It says that the law is useless to do what it was intended to do: restrain sensual indulgence (i.e. sin). And this is the real goal. Therefore, by having a spiritual mind focused on righteousness, we can indeed restrain the sensual indulgences which harms ourselves and others. Simple laws cannot ever do this. It must be a goal in our hearts and not a written law.

    

   Colossians 3:7-14

   You used to walk in these ways, in the life you once lived. But now you must also rid yourselves of all such things as these: anger, rage, malice, slander, and filthy language from your lips. Do not lie to each other, since you have taken off your old self with its practices and have put on the new self, which is being renewed in knowledge in the image of its Creator. Here there is no Gentile or Jew, circumcised or uncircumcised, barbarian, Scythian, slave or free, but Christ is all, and is in all. Therefore, as God’s chosen people, holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience. Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has a grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these virtues put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.

   Here, Paul is indicating that the whole purpose of the new life is to put off the unrighteous works and to put on the righteous works of love. Not at all to be confused with laws, rules, and regulations, but everything entirely from a disposition of love toward others.

    

    

    

   1 Timothy 6:11

   [ Final Charge to Timothy ] But you, man of God, flee from all this, and pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance and gentleness.

   Righteousness is to be pursued, not merely granted from belief in a sacrifice. Timothy is charged with pursuing it and thus he either did not have it or it was something to be continually worked on and improved.

    

   2 Timothy 2:22

   Flee the evil desires of youth and pursue righteousness, faith, love and peace, along with those who call on the Lord out of a pure heart.

   Yet again, one must pursue righteousness. It is not merely bestowed.

    

   Hebrews 5:13

   Anyone who lives on milk, being still an infant, is not acquainted with the teaching about righteousness.

   Righteousness belongs to those who have matured in the faith. The infants in the faith cannot be said to be righteous as they are still working it out. They are too new. Righteousness takes time and dedication.

    

   Hebrews 12:11

   No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.

   Belief that one is righteous through blood sacrifice cannot be produced via a discipline. Training in patience, on the other hand, would be unpleasant as we have to continually practice patience in things that test our patience, but it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace in the end. Thus, righteousness is a behavior and not a belief.

    

   James 1:20

   …because human anger does not produce the righteousness that God desires.

   Anger does not prevent one from accepting a sacrifice, but it does indeed go counter to patience and kindness which is true righteousness.

    

    

   

  

 
   Scripture: Anti-Sacrifice

    

   These verses are all quite self-explanatory. I will not provide my own comments for most of them. The main point is that the Bible clearly indicates that sacrifice was never truly a requirement from God. Yes, some verses claim just the opposite, but let us not forget the lying pen of the scribes in Jeremiah 8:8. They are the ones who required sacrifice and they claimed it was of God.

    

   Psalm 40:6

   Sacrifice and offering You did not desire; my ears You have opened. Burnt offering and sin offering You did not require.

    

   Psalm 51:16-17

   For You do not desire sacrifice, or else I would give it; You do not delight in burnt offering. The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit, A broken and a contrite heart—These, O God, You will not despise.

    

   Proverbs 21:2-3

   Every way of a man is right in his own eyes, But the LORD weighs the hearts. To do righteousness and justice is more acceptable to the LORD than sacrifice.

    

   Isaiah 1:10-13a

   “To what purpose is the multitude of your sacrifices to Me?” Says the LORD. “I have had enough of burnt offerings of rams and the fat of fed cattle. I do not delight in the blood of bulls, or of lambs or goats. When you come to appear before Me, Who has required this from your hand, to trample My courts? Bring no more futile sacrifices.

    

   Isaiah 66:2b-4a

   “But on this one will I look: On him who is poor and of a contrite spirit, and who trembles at My word. “He who kills a bull is as if he slays a man; he who sacrifices a lamb, as if he breaks a dog’s neck; he who offers a grain offering, as if he offers swine’s blood; he who burns incense, as if he blesses an idol. Just as they have chosen their own ways, and their soul delights in their abominations, So will I choose their delusions, and bring their fears on them;

    

   Jeremiah 7:20-23

   Therefore thus says the Lord GOD: “Behold, My anger and My fury will be poured out on this place—on man and on beast, on the trees of the field and on the fruit of the ground. And it will burn and not be quenched.” Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel: “Add your burnt offerings to your sacrifices and eat meat. [sarcasm] For I did not speak to your fathers, or command them in the day that I brought them out of the land of Egypt, concerning burnt offerings or sacrifices. But this is what I commanded them, saying, ‘Obey My voice, and I will be your God, and you shall be My people. And walk in all the ways that I have commanded you, that it may be well with you.’

    

   Hosea 6:5-7

   Therefore I have hewn them by the prophets, I have slain them by the words of My mouth; and your judgments are like light that goes forth. For I desire mercy and not sacrifice, and the knowledge of God more than burnt offerings. But like men they transgressed the covenant;

    

   Matthew 9:13

   But go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy and not sacrifice’

    

   Matthew 12:7

   But if you had known what this means, ‘I desire mercy and not sacrifice,’ you would not have condemned the guiltless

    

   Mark 12:33

   And to love Him with all the heart, with all the understanding, with all the soul, and with all the strength, and to love one’s neighbor as oneself, is more than all the whole burnt offerings and sacrifices.”

   If love is worth more than all the burnt offerings and sacrifice,s then clearly they were not needed to begin with. We simply needed to focus on love.

    

   Acts 7:42

   Then God turned and gave them up to worship the host of heaven, as it is written in the book of the Prophets: ‘Did you offer Me slaughtered animals and sacrifices during forty years in the wilderness, O house of Israel? You have taken up the tabernacle of Molek and the star of your god Rephan, the idols you made to worship.

   The answer is no, they did not do any sacrifices during the 40 years in the desert. Thus, he is saying that it was not worthwhile to do so and doing so is merely following the path of Molek—a man-made idol.

    

   

  

 
   Scripture: Obedience

    

   I originally saw obedience as more of a law-based thing, but now I see obedience as following the call to love others in righteousness which is quite contrary to blind law-following. Here are a bunch of verses that indicate the requirement to obey this command in spirit and truth as opposed to merely following rules and regulations.

    

   Matthew 7:21-23

   Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ will enter the kingdom of heaven, but only the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name and in your name drive out demons and in your name perform many miracles?’ Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!’

   Proclaiming that one must do the will of God to enter the Kingdom and then calling those who did not ‘evildoers’ is pretty clear in expressing that the will of God is to not be a doer of evil. One must be obedient to righteousness and not merely believe. Those who believed they served God were cast aside since they never served love and righteousness.

    

   John 8:31-32

   To the Jews who had believed him, Jesus said, “If you hold to my teaching, you are really my disciples. Then you will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”

   One must hold to the teaching to truly be a disciple. Thus, no one can be considered to be holding his teaching by merely believing or else there would be no such counterfeit of a disciple. Anyone professing to be a disciple would indeed be one. Clearly the obedience is to something more than merely faith.

    

   John 14:23-24

   Jesus replied, “Anyone who loves me will obey my teaching. My Father will love them, and we will come to them and make our home with them. Anyone who does not love me will not obey my teaching. These words you hear are not my own; they belong to the Father who sent me.

   It is rather imperative then to know what the teachings are in order to obey them.

    

    

   John 15:10

   If you keep my commands, you will remain in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s commands and remain in his love.

   One must keep the commands to remain in his love. The command is not to merely believe. The command is to love since this fulfills the entire law and the prophets.

    

   Luke 6:46-49

   Why do you call me, ‘Lord, Lord,’ and do not do what I say? As for everyone who comes to me and hears my words and puts them into practice, I will show you what they are like. They are like a man building a house, who dug down deep and laid the foundation on rock. When a flood came, the torrent struck that house but could not shake it, because it was well built. But the one who hears my words and does not put them into practice is like a man who built a house on the ground without a foundation. The moment the torrent struck that house, it collapsed and its destruction was complete.

   Even while Jesus yet taught, there were multitudes of people who claimed to follow him yet did not follow his teachings. He also provided a rhetorical question regarding how terrible things will become once he is no longer around. The false Christians have never left. Following his teaching to love one another is the key to the new life in Jesus’ message.

    

   Luke 8:21

   He replied, “My mother and brothers are those who hear God’s word and put it into practice.”

   
   
   
   
   
   
  Jesus only considers those who actually obey his command to love as his friends and family.
 
Philippians 2:12
Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling.
Salvation is worked out. It is not merely asked for. And it comes through obedience to love.
 


 
   Scripture: Doing Good

    

   I believe Jesus originally preached a message centered around doing good deeds toward others as opposed to preaching his own sacrifice for sins which the corrupt church later added in. These verses emphasize that fact. For more good-doing verses, look at the list focusing on the poor which is certainly a part of doing good.

    

   Romans 2:7-8

   To those who by persistence in doing good seek glory, honor and immortality, he will give eternal life. But for those who are self-seeking and who reject the truth and follow evil, there will be wrath and anger.

   Persistence in doing good is the method by which Paul indicates we ought to seek glory, honor, and immortality. What is interesting is that by those pursuits one will reap ‘eternal’ life. It would be strange to say that the pursuit of three things would reap only one of them. Eternal life must then not mean immortality but something different all together. Translated as ‘boundless,’ it makes perfect sense. It is an abundant life—a wonderful life.

    

   Romans 12:10-18

   Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. Be devoted to one another in love. Honor one another above yourselves. Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord. Be joyful in hope, patient in affliction, faithful in prayer. Share with the Lord’s people who are in need. Practice hospitality. Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. Rejoice with those who rejoice; mourn with those who mourn. Live in harmony with one another. Do not be proud, but be willing to associate with people of low position. Do not be conceited. Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everyone. If it is possible, as far as it depends on you, live at peace with everyone.

   The focus is entirely on being kind to others and even those who are supposedly evil. This means ISIS too, of course, but Christians are far quicker to hate all Muslims than to repay evil with good.

    

   Romans 12:21

   Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.

   Along with being a fairly radical sentiment akin to turning the other cheek, it emphasizes that the battle is between good and evil as opposed to faith and lack thereof. The goal is to do good and in so doing one will overcome evil. The manner of speaking in this verse is similar to ‘do not be tired, but energize with caffeine.’ The second part fulfills the first. One will not be overcome by evil if indeed they are overcoming evil through their goodness.

    

   1 Corinthians 10:24

   No one should seek their own good, but the good of others.

   This is a pretty tall order to focus on the good of others more than the good of self, but that is what Christianity was all about before it was corrupted.

    

   2 Corinthians 8:3-5

   For I testify that they gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability. Entirely on their own, they urgently pleaded with us for the privilege of sharing in this service to the Lord’s people. And they exceeded our expectations

   The early Christians were giving to others even unto their own detriment as they were led to do by their understanding of the good news. Clearly, they received a different message than we do today. What person converts to Christianity and then suddenly sells all they have to give to the poor? We are being taught an entirely different message.

    

   Galatians 2:10

   All they asked was that we should continue to remember the poor, the very thing I had been eager to do all along.

   Paul went and visited the apostles to compare his teaching with theirs to ensure there was no discrepancy. Not only does this indicate that Paul did not consider his own teaching to be authoritative words of God, but that he could possibly be wrong. In the end, they had no real discrepancies so long as he continued to focus on the poor. That is all the other disciples cared about.

    

   Ephesians 2:10

   For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do.

   It appears that our purpose is to do good works rather than to simply believe something.

    

   Philippians 2:3-4

   Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value others above yourselves, not looking to your own interests but each of you to the interests of the others.

   If we value others above ourselves, we will certainly not watch as they go hungry or naked while we go stuffed and clothed.

    

   Colossians 1:9b-10

   We continually ask God to fill you with the knowledge of his will through all the wisdom and understanding that the Spirit gives, so that you may live a life worthy of the Lord and please him in every way: bearing fruit in every good work, growing in the knowledge of God…

   These verses indicate that the purpose of wisdom, knowledge, and understanding is to bear fruit in good deeds for the purpose of pleasing God and demonstrating one’s life as worthy.

    

   1 Thessalonians 1:3

   We remember before our God and Father your work produced by faith, your labor prompted by love, and your endurance inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.

   The work and labor prompted by faith and love are none other than good deeds toward others.

    

   2 Thessalonians 1:11

   With this in mind, we constantly pray for you, that our God may make you worthy of his calling, and that by his power he may bring to fruition your every desire for goodness and your every deed prompted by faith.

   It is unclear in this verse alone if the goodness and deeds is what makes one worthy of the calling, but it is clear that there is at least an emphasis on goodness.

    

   1 Timothy 2:9-10

   I also want the women to dress modestly, with decency and propriety, adorning themselves, not with elaborate hairstyles or gold or pearls or expensive clothes, but with good deeds, appropriate for women who profess to worship God.

   The main idea here is for women to focus on good deeds more than apparel and looks—not to be confused with controlling women’s attire.

  

 
   Scripture: Serving the Poor

    

   These verses were found with a simple search for the word “poor.” It demonstrates the emphasis God has on serving the poor throughout the Bible. Jesus focused heavily on the poor as he went from place to place.

    

   Proverbs 14:31

   He who oppresses the poor shows contempt for their Maker, but whoever is kind to the needy honors God.

    

   Proverbs 17:5

   He who mocks the poor shows contempt for their Maker; whoever gloats over disaster will not go unpunished.

    

   Proverbs 19:17

   He who is kind to the poor lends to the LORD, and he will reward him for what he has done.

    

   Proverbs 21:13

   If a man shuts his ears to the cry of the poor, he too will cry out and not be answered.

    

   Proverbs 22:9

   A generous man will himself be blessed, for he shares his food with the poor.

    

   Proverbs 22:16

   He who oppresses the poor to increase his wealth and he who gives gifts to the rich—both come to poverty.

    

   Proverbs 28:27

   He who gives to the poor will lack nothing, but he who closes his eyes to them receives many curses.

    

   Proverbs 29:7

   The righteous care about justice for the poor, but the wicked have no such concern.

    

    

   Proverbs 31:20

   [The Wife of Noble Character] She opens her arms to the poor and extends her hands to the needy.

    

   Ezekiel 16:49

   " 'Now this was the sin of your sister Sodom: She and her daughters were arrogant, overfed and unconcerned; they did not help the poor and needy.

    

   Matthew 5:3

   "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.

    

   Matthew 19:21

   Jesus answered, "If you want to be perfect, go, sell your possessions and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me."

    

   Matthew 26:9

   "This perfume could have been sold at a high price and the money given to the poor."

    

   Luke 12:33

   Sell your possessions and give to the poor. Provide purses for yourselves that will not wear out, a treasure in heaven that will not be exhausted, where no thief comes near and no moth destroys.

    

   Luke 14:13

   But when you give a banquet, invite the poor, the crippled, the lame, the blind,

    

   Luke 19:8-9

   But Zacchaeus stood up and said to the Lord, "Look, Lord! Here and now I give half of my possessions to the poor, and if I have cheated anybody out of anything, I will pay back four times the amount." Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come to this house, because this man, too, is a son of Abraham.

    

   Acts 9:36

   In Joppa there was a disciple named Tabitha (which, when translated, is Dorcas), who was always doing good and helping the poor.

   Acts 10:5

   The angel answered, "Your prayers and gifts to the poor have come up as a memorial offering before God.

    

   Acts 10:31

   and said, 'Cornelius, God has heard your prayer and remembered your gifts to the poor.

    

   Acts 24:17

   "After an absence of several years, I came to Jerusalem to bring my people gifts for the poor and to present offerings.

    

   Romans 15:26

   For Macedonia and Achaia were pleased to make a contribution for the poor among the saints in Jerusalem.

    

   Galatians 2:10

   All they asked was that we should continue to remember the poor, the very thing I was eager to do.

   

  

 
   Scripture: Minimalism and Heavenly Treasure

    

   These are a few of the verses which made me believe I ought to sell all for the Kingdom. I am not sure I advocate for real Christians to do this, but if one is truly making an impact on the poor by doing so, then by all means. Just don’t neglect your family in the process!

    

   Matthew 6:19-21

   Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moths and vermin destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moths and vermin do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.

   This indicates that we should not take pleasure in worldly objects since that will put our heart on such things. Instead, we should take pleasure in loving and helping others and that will focus our hearts on that instead.

    

   Matthew 6:24

   No one can serve two masters. Either you will hate the one and love the other, or you will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and money.

   Hating money would have a lot of stipulations attached with it. One cannot hardly live their life for the sake of earning more and more money if indeed he or she hates it.

    

   Matthew 12:43-44

   Calling his disciples to him, Jesus said, “Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put more into the treasury than all the others. They all gave out of their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything—all she had to live on.”

   It is worth noting that Jesus did not rebuke her foolishness for giving all she had to live on. Instead, he commended her. It does seem rather counter-productive, however, to make oneself poor for the sake of giving to the poor since she now needs money given back to her in order to survive. Still, Jesus commended it—perhaps because it demonstrated her faith, and with faith all things are possible. It’s a fairly good argument for the power of God. I cannot think why else this would be a good idea.

    

    

    

   Matthew 13:44-45

   The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When a man found it, he hid it again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought that field. Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls. When he found one of great value, he went away and sold everything he had and bought it.

   The idea of selling everything to buy the kingdom was not exactly metaphorical although perhaps exaggerated. Many people sold their houses and possessions in order to give to the poor as a response to the message of the kingdom. It seemed likely to be a rather important step given that Jesus also claimed it was harder for a rich person to enter the kingdom than for a camel to go through the eye of a needle. The message is clear: sell worldly stuff, give to the poor, and receive heavenly riches.

    

   Mark 10:21-25 and Luke 18:22-25

    “One thing you lack,” he said. “Go, sell everything you have and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven. Then come, follow me.” At this the man’s face fell. He went away sad, because he had great wealth. Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, “How hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God!” The disciples were amazed at his words. But Jesus said again, “Children, how hard it is to enter the kingdom of God! It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.”

   Jesus very clearly indicated that selling one’s possessions was quite necessary for obtaining treasure in heaven and further related this to entering the kingdom of God.

    

    

    

   

  

 
   Scripture: A Living God

    

   I have long felt that a living God can do better than requiring adherence to a book written by men. These verses are to argue that the original citizens of the kingdom promoted love as led by God directly rather than obtaining rules and knowledge from a book. If the focus is love and God is love, then we should not need to worry about people ‘hearing’ God tell them to do dastardly things. As of now, the Christian God is not exactly love and he ‘says’ to do all kinds of stupid things like quitting school to become a missionary.

    

   Isaiah 54:13-14a

   All your children will be taught by the Lord, and great will be their peace. In righteousness you will be established: Tyranny will be far from you; Terror will be far removed; it will not come near you. If anyone does attack you, it will not be my doing; whoever attacks you will surrender to you.

   This is part of the prophecy that the Jews were expecting to come to pass with respect to the Messiah. Notably, all this peace has not yet come to pass and so it cannot be understood that Jesus fulfilled the part about children being taught by the Lord. Nor can it be a promise for heaven since heaven would have no such enemies attacking and surrendering. Thus, it is expected that God will teach directly which is what Jesus taught ought to occur. Perhaps the fleeing from God’s voice and the grasping of man’s book has prevented this prophecy from coming to pass. If Christians would let go of the book and focus more on loving others, surely peace would come quite quickly. 

    

   Matthew 13:52

   He said to them, “Therefore every teacher of the law who has become a disciple in the kingdom of heaven is like the owner of a house who brings out of his storeroom new treasures as well as old.”

   Teachers of the law know a lot of old things, but if they have become a disciple in the kingdom of heaven then they will also be able to bring about new things as the Spirit guides. The point is that such a person should not be resting solely on old texts; he or she should be finding new and revealed information that is not found within the texts of old.

    

   Matthew 23:8-10

   But you are not to be called ‘Rabbi,’ for you have one Teacher, and you are all brothers. And do not call anyone on earth ‘father,’ for you have one Father, and he is in heaven. Nor are you to be called instructors, for you have one Instructor, the Messiah.

   This seems pretty clear to me that all mankind is equal and that, if we obey Jesus, we should be learning directly from God himself as we follow Jesus’ instructions to love. This is not to say that others cannot help and guide, but that they would not be our authority. And yet, man is indeed our authority if we make the Bible the authority since none of it was written by Jesus himself. Jesus did not desire a book—he claimed that the Spirit would come and teach us.

    

   John 10:4-5

   When he has brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them, and his sheep follow him because they know his voice. But they will never follow a stranger; in fact, they will run away from him because they do not recognize a stranger’s voice.” 

   It is noteworthy that Jesus said his sheep would distinguish between voices as opposed to books. He did not say his sheep know the right book or will look everything up to see if it matches what someone else claimed to be God’s word. His sheep know his voice and they flee the voice of others.

    

   John 14:26

   But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you.

   To be fair, Jesus said this to his disciples and thus it may not apply to anyone else. Still, if the Spirit is capable of teaching all things, then why must we use a book? Jesus specifically said that our teacher is to be God and not man so I would have to assume that following the spirit of love is better than following a book.

    

   John 16:13

   Howbeit when he, the Spirit of truth, is come, he will guide you into all truth: for he shall not speak of himself; but whatsoever he shall hear, that shall he speak: and he will shew you things to come.

   The main purpose of the Spirit, it seems, is to guide in truth. Trusting a book instead of allowing the Spirit to guide will quench the Spirit. One can always argue that the Spirit guides as one reads the Bible, of course, and yet still those professing to believe in the Bible cannot come to any decent agreements on what everything means. Clearly the Spirit is not guiding. That, or we ‘know’ that everyone else is not a true follower since we know that we personally are seeking and yet no one agrees with us about everything so clearly they must not likewise be seeking. This proves they are not being guided even though we can have faith that we are. Of course, if the Spirit is doing it, then what good is a pastor or teacher? One could just read the book his or her self and be guided by the best teacher: the Spirit.

    

   John 16:25

   Though I have been speaking figuratively, a time is coming when I will no longer use this kind of language but will tell you plainly about my Father.

   To be fair, Jesus is speaking to the disciples so perhaps this only applies to them. However, if God is not speaking plainly to everyone else, then we have no means by which to trust the disciples apart from their word—the word of man. God does not want us to be trusting man, but on him alone, right? How can we trust God alone when there is always a man in between telling us what God wants?

    

   Ephesians 1:17

   I keep asking that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better.

   Paul is specifically praying that God would teach the Ephesians directly. He did not pray that they could understand Paul better but that they would learn from God directly so that they can know God better. And notably, at the time of writing this, there existed no such Bible to blindly follow. The early Christians did not use a Bible.

    

   Colossians 2:18-19

   Do not let anyone who delights in false humility and the worship of [messengers] disqualify you. Such a person also goes into great detail about what they have [not] seen; they are puffed up with idle notions by their unspiritual mind. They have lost connection with the head, from whom the whole body, supported and held together by its ligaments and sinews, grows as God causes it to grow.

   The King James Version indicates that such a person goes into detail about what they have not seen while the NIV version claims they go into detail about what they have seen. We should also keep in mind that the word ‘angels’ truly means ‘messengers’ generically. The Bible refers to John the Baptist as an ‘angel’ but they clearly chose not to translate it that way. When leaving this as messengers and keeping the ‘not’, this sounds a lot like what we do today. We worship messengers such as Paul and go into great detail about things we did not see ourselves. We put Paul on a pedestal and make all kinds of crazy assumptions without truly knowing anything. We should not be talking about things that others have seen as if we know them as facts if we have not seen such things ourselves. We know nothing of what is written as truth, but we can still draw conclusions by first thinking “if” this is true followed by continual caution that it may not indeed be true. 

  

   Scripture: The Power of God

    

   As an atheist, I no longer believe in the power of God. However, these verses explain why I so strongly believed in it as a Christian and why others are foolish even to the point of killing their own children when believing in such foolish notions. So long as a Christian keep in mind that the power is currently withheld until we start living according to righteousness over faith, then these verses should not be terribly detrimental to society and will hopefully encourage greater faith in righteousness. Christians simply need to wait until they see the real power before they put their faith in it.

    

   Matthew 7:8-12

   Ask and it will be given to you; seek and you will find; knock and the door will be opened to you. For everyone who asks receives; the one who seeks finds; and to the one who knocks, the door will be opened. Which of you, if your son asks for bread, will give him a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a snake? If you, then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask him! So in everything, do to others what you would have them do to you, for this sums up the Law and the Prophets.

   It is promised that we will receive when we ask, we will find when we seek, and that doors will be opened as we knock. Because of this promise, we are urged to follow the golden rule of doing unto others as we would have them do unto us. This rule sums up the entirety of what Jesus wanted from us and by believing in this rule and following this rule, these promises would come to fruition.

    

   Matthew 9:16-17

   “No one sews a patch of unshrunk cloth on an old garment, for the patch will pull away from the garment, making the tear worse. Neither do people pour new wine into old wineskins. If they do, the skins will burst; the wine will run out and the wineskins will be ruined. No, they pour new wine into new wineskins, and both are preserved.”

   When the Spirit came and the people spoke in tongues, people accused them of being drunk on wine. While parables can pretty much say whatever you want them to say, this parable sounds to me as if it is referring to the power of God and how it is only placed into new people. In other words, the only ones who will receive the power of God will be those people who have indeed become a new creation who have died to sin and now live for love and righteousness.

    

   Matthew 9:22

   Jesus turned and saw her. “Take heart, daughter,” he said, “your faith has healed you.”

   This is a common phrase that Jesus spoke in many different verses. He claims that their faith has healed them or otherwise indicates that they did not have enough faith to provide a miracle. Thus, it seemed to me that our modern-day denial of this power was to blame for our lack of power. We no longer have the faith that God would perform miracles on our behalf. Of course, those who appear to have such faith find themselves or their children dead for lack of seeking medical attention or for driving without glasses.

    

   Matthew 18:19

   Again, truly I tell you that if two of you on earth agree about anything they ask for, it will be done for them by my Father in heaven. For where two or three gather in my name, there am I with them.

   It seems pretty clear to me that God intended great power to come from those who believe. This is a rather large promise which clearly goes unfulfilled today. Plenty of sick people never recover despite the prayers of hundreds of devout ‘believers’ in Jesus. Instead of recognizing it as false or perhaps that they are in the wrong, they simply twist it to mean that this is no longer valid for today or perhaps that God must also agree with the desire and clearly he never agrees. If there is a hidden stipulation that God must agree, then why must he even use two people to begin with if it is already something he wants? Clearly, what he wants is for his righteous followers to have what they wish since they are righteous enough to make good decisions.

    

   Mark 16:17-18

   And these signs will accompany those who believe: In my name they will drive out demons; they will speak in new tongues; they will pick up snakes with their hands; and when they drink deadly poison, it will not hurt them at all; they will place their hands on sick people, and they will get well.”

   People must think that this would only be a temporary thing. Since it does not say this, I did not presume it should stop. Tongues, healing, and immunity to poison should continue if we truly had the proper faith Jesus taught.

    

    

    

   Luke 4:18-19

   The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to proclaim good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to set the oppressed free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor. 

   This is a quote from Isaiah which Jesus was claiming that he fulfilled. I found it interesting that his message was ultimately freedom from burdens and ailments and yet his message is now that of heaven for belief in sacrifice. Not at all the same kind of joy is found there since people already believed in heaven. The message then becomes that we no longer need continual sacrifices but that is hardly any better news. The real news was sight for the blind and freedom from oppressors. In particular, freedom from the spiritual rulers who are much like today’s spiritual leaders gaining wealth at the expense of the poor. The good news was the power of God to heal and save physical lives.

    

   Luke 6:39

   He also told them this parable: “Can the blind lead the blind? Will they not both fall into a pit? The student is not above the teacher, but everyone who is fully trained will be like their teacher.

   If Jesus is the teacher, then anyone fully trained should be able to be just like him: curing people, casting out demons, calming storms, walking on water, etc. 

    

   John 14:12-14

   Very truly I tell you, whoever believes in me will do the works I have been doing, and they will do even greater things than these, because I am going to the Father. And I will do whatever you ask in my name, so that the Father may be glorified in the Son. You may ask me for anything in my name, and I will do it.

   Jesus did some fairly fantastic works and no one has yet to do greater. Supposedly Peter healed people with handkerchiefs that he had blessed, but no one was feeding thousands, walking on water, raising the dead, or calming storms. Paul himself was shipwrecked many times. So when do these greater works begin? Most Christians today consider Billy Graham’s preaching or preaching of other such evangelists’ to millions of people at a time to be greater works than Jesus’, but I certainly would not consider this the same kind of works Jesus was doing. Further, he followed up that we could ask for anything and have it done. Clearly the works are not merely preaching, but amazing feats of power.

    

   John 17:20-21

   My prayer is not for them alone. I pray also for those who will believe in me through their message, that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you.

   We all know the efficacy of Jesus’ prayers, and this was one of his final prayers. Now, it is indeed easy enough to presume this “oneness” only extends to some happy-feeling goodness of faith, but to say “just as you are in me and I am in you” is a bit too much like saying “make them as capable as I was through you.” It is also prayed for all who come to believe through their message and thus should extend to us as well in modern times.

    

   1 Corinthians 2:4-5

   My message and my preaching were not with wise and persuasive words, but with a demonstration of the Spirit’s power, so that your faith might not rest on human wisdom, but on God’s power.

   Paul recognized the futility of trusting in man’s wisdom and emphasized that this is why the power of God is necessary. We cannot and should not merely take a person’s word for anything. If they claim to speak from God, they should certainly prove it somehow without wise and persuasive words. Power is still as necessary now as it was before—perhaps even more so.

    

   1 Corinthians 12

   The entirety of this chapter is about the multitude of gifts given to each member of the faith. Each gift or person is related to body parts of the body of Christ and it is expressed that all are necessary to make up the body. These gifts include apostleship, prophecy, healing, and miracles

    

   1 Corinthians 14

   Follow the way of love and eagerly desire gifts of the Spirit, especially prophecy.

   Gifts of the Spirit (including hearing from God directly) was to be eagerly sought after. Surely I did this myself crying out day and night for such wisdom and power. It is only reasonable to suspect, then, that everything written in this book comes directly from God, yes? Perhaps I never truly perfected the way of love to be worthy of such gifts.

    

   2 Corinthians 1:20

   For no matter how many promises God has made, they are “Yes” in Christ. And so through him the “Amen” is spoken by us to the glory of God.

   God, or at least Jesus on behalf of God, made many promises such as being able to ask for whatever we want and having it done. All such promises are supposed to be “yes” in God such that the “Amen” (meaning “let it be done” when translated) is spoken by us. Our prayers are supposed to be that effective but clearly they are not. If the promises are all yes, this would indicate to me that those praying yet not receiving are not truly on the right path—or else it is all bunk, of course. This also means that when two or more gather, anything they ask should indeed be done because the answer is already “yes” such that the “amen” can truly mean “let it be done” with full assurance it will indeed be done.

    

   2 Corinthians 12:12

   I persevered in demonstrating among you the marks of a true apostle, including signs, wonders and miracles.

   As 1 Corinthians 12 stated, we cannot say that we do not need any particular part of the body. One such part is apostles, and apostles are marked by signs, wonders, and miracles. Clearly, then, such power should remain.

    

   Galatians 3:2

   I would like to learn just one thing from you: Did you receive the Spirit by the works of the law, or by believing what you heard?

   To ask such a question regarding how one received the Spirit is to indicate that there must have been a visible and knowable receipt. What this is could be anyone’s guess: fire descending, speaking in tongues, rushes of wind, a glowing crest on their forehead, you name it. No matter, it must have been visible somehow. This means that one can know when they receive the Spirit and if we have not seen it, then we likely have not received it. This is not to say any one person is not “saved” but the verse indicates that one receives the Spirit via the proper faith: that of loving others as opposed to works of the law such as sacrifice—which is what Christianity holds to today in saying that Jesus died for their sins.

    

   Ephesians 1:13-14

    And you also were included in Christ when you heard the message of truth, the gospel of your salvation. When you believed, you were marked in him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit, who is a deposit guaranteeing our inheritance until the redemption of those who are God’s possession—to the praise of his glory.

   To claim the Spirit as a deposit, it must be something knowable or recognizable. For example, when we provide a deposit to the bowling alley so that they know we will not run off with their bowling shoes, it would not be sufficient to merely tell them we have put something somewhere that they cannot see. Deposits do not work that way. Thus, this must have been referring to something more knowable in order for it to be a deposit and a guarantee for which we can put our trust in. This would clearly indicate more power than we see today.

    

   1 Thessalonians 1:4-5

   For we know, brothers and sisters loved by God, that he has chosen you, because our gospel came to you not simply with words but also with power, with the Holy Spirit and deep conviction.

   They received power and the Holy Spirit which must have been visibly obvious things in order to proclaim one’s knowledge about something based upon them.

    

   1 Thessalonians 5:19-20

   Do not quench the Spirit. Do not treat prophecies with contempt 

   I noted that perhaps we should be allowing for prophecy even today lest we quench the Spirit. Of course, many doctrines do allow for this but usually for the benefit of asking for more money or straight-up stealing it by providing such supposed prophecies to those who pay for such fortunes.

    

    

  

   Scripture: Radicalism

    

   Much of Christianity today is very non-radical. Many often profess that they are Christians but their lives are no different than anyone else’s. This is a list of verses which express a need for a radical nature in following the teachings of Jesus which should be quite noticeably different from the ordinary life of non-adherents. This radicalism should extend to radical love and giving of self for the sake of others—not radical stupidity or hate. I certainly no longer agree that we should be so radical as to call this life meaningless and to denounce all worldly pleasures. We simply should not put worldly things above love. In other words, do not sell yourself out.

    

   Matthew 5:39

   But I tell you, do not resist an evil person. If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the other cheek also.

   Jesus preached that we ought to be radically pacifist. Even when slapped on our cheek we should not retaliate. And if we are to treat enemies this way, how much better ought we treat our friends and family? And yet, Christians quite often tend to be very pro-war in the US.

    

   Matthew 6:19:20

   Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moths and vermin destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moths and vermin do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal.

   We ought not focus on worldly toys and gadgets and whatnot which will be destroyed. All that will remain is love and so we should focus on that.

    

   Matthew 7:13

   Enter through the narrow gate. For wide is the gate and broad is the road that leads to destruction, and many enter through it. But small is the gate and narrow the road that leads to life, and only a few find it.

   If only a few will find it, then it certainly pays to be radically different from the average person. The average person in America today is a ‘Bible-believing Christian’ and thus we ought to be radically different from them.

    

   Matthew 12:43-44

   Calling his disciples to him, Jesus said, “Truly I tell you, this poor widow has put more into the treasury than all the others. They all gave out of their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything—all she had to live on.”

   Jesus did not rebuke her foolishness for giving all she had to live on. Instead, such radical giving to self-detriment was praised

    

   Matthew 13:21-23

   But since they have no root, they last only a short time. When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, they quickly fall away. The seed falling among the thorns refers to someone who hears the word, but the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke the word, making it unfruitful. But the seed falling on good soil refers to someone who hears the word and understands it. This is the one who produces a crop, yielding a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown.

   This makes reference to being persecuted for the sake of the message and how only the good soil can handle it. It is supposed to be guaranteed that persecutions come due to the message and thus we must remain radical in our resolve toward our faith.

    

   Matthew 13:44-46

   The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field. When a man found it, he hid it again, and then in his joy went and sold all he had and bought that field. Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant looking for fine pearls. When he found one of great value, he went away and sold everything he had and bought it.

   This expresses the need to give up everything one has or at the very least all of one’s goals and ambitions in life as a metaphor. Such sacrifice is very radical.

    

   Luke 9:62

   Jesus replied, “No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God.

   Jesus said this in response to a man wishing to bury his dead father before following him. It is a rather radical sentiment that seeking the kingdom of God should be so high on the priority list that one ought to forego burying his or her dead father.

    

   Luke 14:26-27

   “If anyone comes to me and does not hate father and mother, wife and children, brothers and sisters—yes, even their own life—such a person cannot be my disciple. And whoever does not carry their cross and follow me cannot be my disciple.

   This is easy enough to understand as hyperbole, but it does set a precedent that the kingdom of God comes before even family. Other verses indicate that true family is within the Kingdom and has nothing to do with blood. This is a rather radical sentiment and could easily lead to someone walking out on his or her family which could be quite a bad thing—the opposite of righteousness.

    

   Luke 14:33-35

   In the same way, those of you who do not give up everything you have cannot be my disciples. “Salt is good, but if it loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is fit neither for the soil nor for the manure pile; it is thrown out.

   Again, we must give up everything to be a disciple of Jesus. It is not merely free.

    

   Romans 6

   We are those who have died to sin; how can we live in it any longer? … For we know that our old self was crucified with him so that the body ruled by sin might be done away with, that we should no longer be slaves to sin...Now if we died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him. In the same way, count yourselves dead to sin but alive to God in Christ Jesus. Therefore do not let sin reign in your mortal body so that you obey its evil desires... and offer every part of yourself to him as an instrument of righteousness. For sin shall no longer be your master ... you are slaves of the one you obey—whether you are slaves to sin, which leads to death, or to obedience, which leads to righteousness. But thanks be to God that, though you used to be slaves to sin, you have come to obey from your heart the pattern of teaching that has now claimed your allegiance. You have been set free from sin and have become slaves to righteousness... so now offer yourselves as slaves to righteousness leading to holiness. When you were slaves to sin, you were free from the control of righteousness. What benefit did you reap at that time from the things you are now ashamed of? Those things result in death! But now that you have been set free from sin and have become slaves of God, the benefit you reap leads to holiness, and the result is [boundless] life.

   This whole chapter emphasizes how focusing on ourselves leads to a destructive life while enslaving ourselves to doing good toward others leads to a bountiful life. This concept of enslaving ourselves to doing good is quite the radical Christianity.

    

   Romans 12:1-2

   Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and perfect will.

   A living sacrifice is what we are asked to be. It is our true and proper worship. We are not supposed to focus on ourselves which is the obvious pattern of the world, but we are supposed to have a worldview from an entirely different perspective which is how we might help others. Only in having such a focus can we understand God’s desires.

    

   Romans 12:9-11

   Love must be sincere. Hate what is evil; cling to what is good. Be devoted to one another in love. Honor one another above yourselves. Never be lacking in zeal, but keep your spiritual fervor, serving the Lord.

   Never lacking zeal in our fervor to love others is a radical way of life.

    

   1 Corinthians 7:29

   What I mean, brothers and sisters, is that the time is short. From now on those who have wives should live as if they do not;

   This indicates that service to God is far more important than even spousal relationship. This is clearly quite radical and not very kind to spouses. It is also worth noting that the time certainly surpassed many full lifespans. Paul was simply wrong—the time was not so short as to make it worthy to ignore our spouses.

    

   1 Corinthians 10:24

   No one should seek their own good, but the good of others.

   Living for others rather than self is a very radical concept. Giving up one’s own hopes and dreams for the sake of others is borderline crazy. That is what the message offered though, is it not? Craziness? It goes against worldly wisdom by saying that living for others will have you find your own life.

    

    

   2 Corinthians 5:15

   And he died for all, that those who live should no longer live for themselves but for him who died for them and was raised again.

   This indicates that our lives should no longer be lived for our own selves but in complete service to God.

    

   Galatians 5:11

   Brothers and sisters, if I am still preaching circumcision, why am I still being persecuted? In that case the offense of the cross has been abolished.

   This verse indicates that the proper message of death to self over the message of religious sacraments will indeed yield persecution from religious people. It is a rather radical message to die to self and live for others not only at the expense to ourselves but at the cost of persecution to boot.

    

   Philippians 2:1-5

   Then make my joy complete by being like-minded, having the same love, being one in spirit and of one mind. Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit. Rather, in humility value others above yourselves, not looking to your own interests but each of you to the interests of the others. In your relationships with one another, have the same mindset as Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be used to his own advantage; rather, he made himself nothing by taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.

   This yet again uplifts living for the sake of others and considering ourselves mere servants just like Jesus demonstrated. We are supposed to be focused entirely on love and being like-minded in this manner.

    

   Philippians 3:8-19

   What is more, I consider everything a loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them garbage, that I may gain Christ ... I want to know Christ—yes, to know the power of his resurrection and participation in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, ... Not that I have already obtained all this, or have already arrived at my goal, but I press on to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. Brothers and sisters, I do not consider myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize... All of us, then, who are mature should take such a view of things... Join together in following my example, brothers and sisters, and just as you have us as a model, keep your eyes on those who live as we do. For, as I have often told you before and now tell you again even with tears, many live as enemies of the cross of Christ. Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their shame. Their mind is set on earthly things.

   Paul is emphasizing how he sees material things of this world to be worthless in comparison to becoming more like Jesus by putting off selfish ways and embracing servitude to kindness and love. He explains that many people have their minds set on earthly things, consumerism, and that this is dreadfully sad. He asks that we all be like him in focusing on love and not consumerism.

    

   Colossians 3:1-2

   Since, then, you have been raised with Christ, set your hearts on things above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your minds on things above, not on earthly things.

   Earthly things would be like houses, money, jobs, and so on. We are instead to focus on heavenly things such as love and helping those in need

    

   

  

 
   Scripture: Growing Into Christ

    

   I came to understand an idea of growing into Christ via diligence in doing good. These verses helped support that theory. I believed growing into Christ meant that we would become more righteous and thus more powerful over time.

    

   Galatians 4:19

   My dear children, for whom I am again in the pains of childbirth until Christ is formed in you,

   Paul is awaiting for Christ to be formed among the Galatians. This indicates to me that there is something far more to be achieved than merely acceptance of a bloody sacrifice for sins. And Christ, as we know, was capable of many miraculous things. If he were formed among a people, I would highly anticipate the people to be capable of such power as well. This would also go in line well with Jesus’ promise that we would do greater things than him.

    

   Ephesians 2:22

   And in him you too are being built together to become a dwelling in which God lives by his Spirit.

   Being built to become something is vastly different from having been built and thus have already become something. This indicates a progression in which God would eventually come and dwell among us and not necessarily that he is now. This would go in line with Jesus’ final prayer that we would become one with God as he was.

    

   Ephesians 4:15-16

   Instead, speaking the truth in love, we will grow to become in every respect the mature body of him who is the head, that is, Christ. From him the whole body, joined and held together by every supporting ligament, grows and builds itself up in love, as each part does its work.

   Yet another indication of growing up into being a mature Christ, as a group of people, with Jesus guiding our actions.

    

   Philippians 2:12-13

   Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed—not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence—continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, for it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his good purpose.

   Salvation was a thing to be worked out and not merely accepted. It took growth, study, and diligence as one sought out every good purpose God had. This is not to say obtaining heaven took effort since salvation had nothing to do with heaven in Jesus’ original teaching.

  

   Scripture: Corruption

    

   There are many verses prophesying of the corruption of Christianity and there are many verses and examples in history to indicate this has happened.

    

   Psalms 40:6

   Sacrifice and offering you did not desire—but my ears you have opened[c]—burnt offerings and sin offerings you did not require.

   [c] Hebrew; some Septuagint manuscripts “but a body you have prepared for me”

   The initial text read “but my ears you have opened.” While most modern Bibles now opt for this “older” version, who knows what else is not the original text that someone inserted to push their own doctrines. This difference is clearly trying to get a particular message across. The initial version sounds a lot like denouncing sacrifice while the second version tries to push that Jesus was prepared as the solution to do away with sacrifice which God decided he would rather not have. It doubles as “prophecy” of Jesus’ coming. Prophecies are rather easy to fulfill when they are added after the fact!

    

   Matthew 5:13

   You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for anything, except to be thrown out and trampled underfoot.

   Jesus likely did not say this just for the fun of it. He was giving clear instruction as to what should be done after his message became corrupt. The message—that of sacrifice for sins—is a worthless notion and it is now tied to the message of Jesus. His message has lost its savor and it is good for nothing. This “Christianity” needs to be tossed out. It cannot be made salty again. It is good for nothing. Promote love and kindness, but forget the Bible and forget Christianity.

    

   Matthew 13:24-29

   Jesus told them another parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a man who sowed good seed in his field. But while everyone was sleeping, his enemy came and sowed weeds among the wheat, and went away. When the wheat sprouted and formed heads, then the weeds also appeared. “The owner’s servants came to him and said, ‘Sir, didn’t you sow good seed in your field? Where then did the weeds come from?’ ‘An enemy did this,’ he replied. The servants asked him, ‘Do you want us to go and pull them up?’ ‘No,’ he answered, ‘because while you are pulling the weeds, you may uproot the wheat with them. Let both grow together until the harvest. At that time I will tell the harvesters: First collect the weeds and tie them in bundles to be burned; then gather the wheat and bring it into my barn.’”

   Just prior to this parable, he explains the parable of the seed that fell on the rock, the wayside, the thorns, and the good soil. He explained that the seed is the word of God. It makes sense to keep the meaning consistent in this parable as well. Jesus came and planted the word of God: good seed. The good seed plants in good soil (people’s hearts) and grows to produce a true citizens of the kingdom of God: wheat. Someone else planted bad seed into the kingdom. It is important to recognize that it is planted into the kingdom and not into the world. There are still people outside this field; the field is the kingdom of God, not the world. These seeds, or these lies, create false citizens within the kingdom of God—tares—and they grow together with the wheat. Interestingly enough, it is the tares that are first collected and burned. This would indicate that any concept of a rapture would have to be that of killing the false citizens rather than taking up the true citizens. This even resounds greatly with Jesus stating in Luke 17 that one will be left in the field and the other taken. When asked where they will be taken, he said that vultures will gather around dead bodies.

    

   Mark 16:9-20

   Every verse of Mark 16:9-20 is not found in the older manuscripts. It is thus clear that they were added after the fact. Who knows what else has been added after the fact. The book is not pure.

    

   Luke 13:18-19

   Then Jesus asked, “What is the kingdom of God like? What shall I compare it to? It is like a mustard seed, which a man took and planted in his garden. It grew and became a tree, and the birds perched in its branches.”

   People often see what they wish to see or what they expect to see. They often read this verse as indicating that the tree provides shelter and they presume it is good. However, if a man planted a mustard seed, the last thing he would want is for birds to perch in the tree when it is grown. The birds would eat all the seeds from it and it would become worthless. So it is with the kingdom.

    

   Luke 13:20-21

   Again he asked, “What shall I compare the kingdom of God to? It is like yeast that a woman took and mixed into about sixty pounds of flour until it worked all through the dough.”

   Again, people see what they wish to see. They take this to mean that the kingdom will expand and fill the world. However, yeast is never considered a good thing in the Bible. It is always symbolic of worthlessness or vanity and Jesus even specifically warned to beware the leaven of the Pharisees in Matthew 16:11. He is indicating here that he kingdom will become puffed up and worthless with the false teachings of the Pharisees—that of sacrifice. The leaven works all through the dough. It does not corrupt merely a part; the entire kingdom becomes leavened. All of Christendom now believes in sacrifice.

    

   Luke 23:31

   For if people do these things when the tree is green, what will happen when it is dry?”

   Jesus spoke these words on the way to his crucifixion. He expresses the thought that if people are willing to crucify him for his teaching while he is yet alive, how much worse will it be after he is dead? He walked among the people presumably with the power of God and yet still people would not listen to a message of love over religion. If they would not listen even with his power, then surely it would fare even worse when he is no longer around. While not necessarily indicating that Christianity itself would become corrupt, it at least alludes to a worse-off condition than when he ended his teaching.

    

   Galatians 5:6-9

   For in Christ Jesus neither circumcision nor uncircumcision has any value. The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love. You were running a good race. Who cut in on you to keep you from obeying the truth? That kind of persuasion does not come from the one who calls you. “A little yeast works through the whole batch of dough.”

   The only thing that counts is faith expressing itself through love. That was the main message—the ONLY thing that counts—not circumcision and not sacrifice, but faith in love (not to be confused with faith in sacrifice). And, as we can see, the bad seed had already begun being poured out and swaying the minds of believers. Paul had to fight to keep the faith focused on loving others. But, as he said, a little yeast works through the whole dough. The kingdom became puffed up and eventually lost the original cause of love and instead focused on sacrifice which so happens to be a meaningless ritual.

    

   Colossians 2:18-19

   Do not let anyone who delights in false humility and the worship of [messengers] disqualify you. Such a person also goes into great detail about what they have [not] seen; they are puffed up with idle notions by their unspiritual mind. They have lost connection with the head, from whom the whole body, supported and held together by its ligaments and sinews, grows as God causes it to grow.

   Even here there was a warning about vain people teaching about stuff they know nothing about within the kingdom of God. People continue teaching from scripture as if they know something when God himself should be the one teaching. They know nothing of their own. They simply wish to appear important.

    

   2 Thessalonians 2:7

   For the secret power of lawlessness is already at work; but the one who now holds it back will continue to do so till he is taken out of the way.

   As written of in the book, I had believed that this section was not translated very perfectly by expressing the “lawless one” as being a person. It seems more fitting given what has happened that it is likely not a person but the Bible itself. It is upheld as if it is God among the churches. By so doing, it removes the possibility of listening to God’s spirit because such a spirit would denounce the many lies in the book. By quenching the spirit, the spirit is taken out of the way and the corruption perpetuates.

    

   2 Thessalonians 3:6

   In the name of the Lord Jesus Christ, we command you, brothers and sisters, to keep away from every believer who is idle and disruptive and does not live according to the teaching you received from us.

   Not only were the Galatians already being swayed by false teaching, we can see that the Thessalonians began to stray from the original message as well. They began being busybodies and not working for their lifestyle. In short, people took advantage of the goodness of true citizens of the kingdom and certainly that has not disappeared. Today, the supposed kingdom is entirely aflutter with liars and cheats stealing money from the weak-minded and poor. They do no real work of their own and they merely speak to receive money. And if this happened then, how much more so now?

    

   1 Timothy 1:3-7

   As I urged you when I went into Macedonia, stay there in Ephesus so that you may command certain people not to teach false doctrines any longer or to devote themselves to myths and endless genealogies. Such things promote controversial speculations rather than advancing God’s work—which is by faith. The goal of this command is love, which comes from a pure heart and a good conscience and a sincere faith. Some have departed from these and have turned to meaningless talk. They want to be teachers of the law, but they do not know what they are talking about or what they so confidently affirm.

   Clearly, the corruption of the message had already begun according to these verses. There are proclaimed followers of Jesus who wish to appear important so they are discussing worthless things like genealogies. They are probably trying to discuss Jesus’ lineage and tie him back into being the Christ. Paul is trying to stop it, but clearly he failed given that the genealogies, conflicting ones even, are pasted right into the gospels. He claims he wanted it to stop so that they could focus on love instead. The phrase “which is by faith” in this paragraph seems quite out of place which looks a lot like an insert from someone later trying to push faith over “works.” Even still, he could have meant faith in love and the power of doing good which is what they always meant by faith anyway—faith in Jesus’ teachings.

    

   2 Timothy 3:1-5

   But mark this: There will be terrible times in the last days. People will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, without love, unforgiving, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not lovers of the good, treacherous, rash, conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God—having a form of godliness but denying its power. Have nothing to do with such people.

   What is interesting about this list is that it claims that such people have a form of godliness. It is not referring to the unbeliever, but the believer—people who profess God. And the problem with such people is indeed that they are behaving poorly. The trouble is not with their belief in God. So clearly, it is a prophecy of the kingdom becoming corrupted with evil deeds and the true citizens of the kingdom must not be associated with them. Christianity has become ruined. Humanism is the original Christianity.

    

   Thomas 97

   Jesus said: The kingdom of the Father is like a woman carrying a jar full of meal. While she was walking on a distant road, the handle of the jar broke and the meal poured out behind her on the road. She was unaware, she had not noticed the misfortune. When she came to her house, she put the jar down and found it empty.

   While not in the canon of the Bible as we know it, it mimics the other prophecies of a future corruption and indeed it seems to be correct.
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