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Foreword

John Mark Comer

“To struggle with one’s faith is often the surest sign we actually have 
one.”

When I read A. J.’s haunting line, I instantly felt a deep, tuning fork–
like resonance in my spirit. It rang true to my felt experience of life as 
a disciple of Jesus in a secular age.

If he’s right— and I believe he is—I have a lot of faith.
Regardless of your personality type (my Myers- Briggs type is “most 

likely to be an atheist”), doubt is the ambient air we breathe in the West. 
Learning to walk through doubt and deconstruction and out the other 
side into the reconstruction of an honest, humble, yet deep and robust 
faith that can flourish with both serenity and power in a chaotic and 
hostile world— that is no easy jaunt. It’s more like a long, slow spiritual 
journey through what Eugene Peterson called “the badlands” of spiri-
tual life— seasons of dryness and aridity, as personified by the desert 
stories of Scripture. A. J.’s newest (and I think best) book, After Doubt, 
isn’t a flimsy self- help formula or an easy- to- read map with a shortcut 
around the badlands; it’s more like the literary avatar for his presence 
and wisdom as a guide through the desert.
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Foreword

For ten years A. J. and I pastored alongside each other in Portland, 
Oregon, one of the most secular, post- Christian cities in the world. A. J. 
was more than a friend, he was a partner. His concept of “the New Oregon 
Trail” that you’re about to read about put language to my experience as 
a pastor in our city.

But A. J. and I share more in common than the challenge of pastoring 
in a hypersecular city. We are both, in his language, politically “in exile,” 
stuck in the crossfire of opposing ideologies that are both at odds with 
Jesus’s vision of human flourishing. We are both disciples of Jesus of 
the orthodox, historic variety— an increasingly endangered species in a 
city like Portland. We both feel the weight of our cultural moment in our 
soul and just how much is at stake— the future of the American church 
itself hangs in the balance. Will this generation embrace a courageous 
fidelity to orthodoxy? Or bow to the idols of our time? Idols that promise 
life but all too often deliver death? But lest I sound like a harbinger of 
doom, A. J. and I also share a real and growing hope that in our time, 
despite secularism’s militant march toward dominance, a remnant will 
arise to seed renewal across the church. That a small yet fiercely loving 
and loyal group of resilient, compelling Christians will stand firm in 
the way and truth and life of Jesus.

This book is searingly honest about doubt and the gravitational pull 
of deconstruction; but it’s even more “joyful in hope” (Rom. 12:12) about 
what comes after doubt.
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Preface

On February 24, 1791, Christian revivalist and pastor John Wesley penned 
a letter to encourage a Christian walking through some faith challenges:

Unless the divine power has raised you up . . . I see not how you can go 
through your glorious enterprise in opposing that execrable villainy [the 
slave trade], which is the scandal of religion, of England, and of human 
nature. Unless God has raised you up for this very thing, you will be worn 
out by the opposition of men and devils. But if God be for you, who can be 
against you? Are all of them together stronger than God? O be not weary 
of well- doing! Go on, in the name of God and in the power of His might.1

The gravity of Wesley’s letter that day comes into focus only as the 
letter’s broader context is realized. Wesley was writing to a young Chris-
tian named William Wilberforce whose efforts would eventually end the 
slave trade in Britain. All the more, the letter would be Wesley’s last. 
Wesley wrote it on his deathbed.

What may seem an insignificant little letter may have been the very 
encouragement Wilberforce needed. Who knows? After reading Wesley’s 
letter, it becomes clear that the power of writing is often not the writing 
itself but the person reading it. As I write, I know that on the other side 
of this book are people, book clubs, small groups, faculties, and audiences 
who may (like Wilberforce) find themselves struggling with the task of 
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Preface

following Jesus with integrity in our age of doubt and deconstruction. 
You are my Wilberforce. And to you I channel my inner Wesley: “Go on, 
in the name of God and in the power of His might.” Keep going! Don’t 
give up. Persevere. There’s endless hope.

This book raises a question: Is it possible to question one’s faith with-
out losing it? Some time ago, I read N. T. Wright’s After You Believe— an 
invaluable guide for those new to the Christian narrative.2 Afterward, 
an epiphany struck me. While there exist countless resources specifi-
cally crafted to help those who are crossing the chasm from doubt to 
faith, far more sparse are resources that aim to help people whose faith 
has meandered back toward doubt. This book’s title captures the other 
side of following Jesus: After Doubt. Doubt and deconstruction, I will 
show, play important roles in our journey of following Jesus. They can 
be exhilarating experiences. But also oppressive and hopeless. Though 
both have their dark sides, I will show that they can play a vital role in 
how we follow Jesus. This book is largely the result of countless requests 
from pastors, friends, and colleagues who’ve personally lamented the 
lack of resources on the topic. How do we follow Jesus after doubt takes 
hold?

Doubt— as a topic— has been given ample attention. As publications 
on the topic have proliferated, so have approaches to walking through 
it. Some valorize doubt. Others demonize it. The proposed solutions are 
almost always far too simplistic. Some point to progressive Christianity 
as a utopian community of freedom and liberation. Others warn that the 
only option is to retreat behind the safe walls of conservativism. This 
book forges an alternative path. The core conviction of this book is that 
Christ’s invitation is not to the right or to the left. Rather, Christ’s call is 
to go deeper into himself. There is an abundance of books on the philoso-
phy, history, and theology of deconstruction; books on how to approach 
doubt using self- help; how to understand doubt and deconstruction from 
a purely academic and theological perspective; how to minister to those 
in doubt; how to parent the doubting child; how to love the doubting 
parent; and even how to lead churches in this cultural moment filled 
with doubt. This is not those. In short, what I’m trying to do here is 
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Preface

help my reader think through the how of doubt and deconstruction— 
the spiritual formation side of these experiences. This book, as such, is 
less about deconstruction and doubt as it is about how we walk through 
these experiences faithfully with and toward Jesus.

The book is structured in two parts. Part 1 is primarily descriptive, 
providing critical language around the doubt and deconstruction experi-
ences. Chapter 1 introduces us to doubt and deconstruction, and chapter 
2 locates them in what I call the “theological journey.” Chapter 3 explores 
how Western culture has shaped the way we doubt and deconstruct 
Christian beliefs. My reader will no doubt note a discernible shift in 
part 2, which turns toward vital disciplines and practices for those who 
are actually following Jesus in our age of deconstruction. These chapters 
explore and commend eight such practices, all rooted in ancient Chris-
tian practice and tradition.

I feel arrogant admitting it— but I’m disproportionately qualified 
to write this book. Walking with people along the paths of doubt and 
deconstruction has been my world for twenty years. For one decade, 
I served the spiritual needs of college students at the University of 
Oregon. For another decade, my wife and I founded and pastored a 
church in the heart of post- Christian Portland, serving young families 
and urban professionals. Now I serve the intellectual, theological, and 
spiritual needs of undergraduates, graduates, and doctoral students 
as a full- time theologian and lecturer in Bible. In sum, my entire adult 
life has been given to supporting the faith development of people who 
are going through the very things addressed in this book. I’ve seen 
doubt and deconstruction in all of its forms. Despite my advantages 
in writing this book, I am not immune to great error or folly. “Writ-
ing,” preaching legend Haddon Robinson once quipped, “scrapes the 
fungus off our thoughts.”3 Similarly, the process of writing this book 
has helped me clarify what I’ve thought and taught for years on this 
topic. That’s become quite a problem: the more writing I do, the more 
fungus I find.

My reader may be interested in the orienting convictions behind this 
book. Given the sensitive nature of what follows, I fear that any ambiguity 
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Preface

in this matter could only alienate any reader who is walking through a 
faith crisis. The following are core convictions of mine:

• I worship the Triune God. And I believe Jesus is the only path-
way to eternal life. No other way exists— although this has not 
kept people from looking. This core conviction means that Jesus 
is the only way to God—I am not.

• I love and believe in the church. With that, I’m convinced that 
loving God means loving God’s people. If you’re looking for a ra-
tionale to leave the church, this book will consistently frustrate 
you. It is unabashedly central to me that each and every reader 
take seriously God’s invitation to serve, love, and care for God’s 
people. I want the church to first love Jesus, mostly because Jesus 
first loved the church.

• I believe part of loving the church is naming the ways she’s gone 
off- track or forgotten her true self. In short, part of love is nam-
ing sin in a context of abundant grace and love.

• I love the Bible and I believe it is inspired by God— entirely 
trustworthy in all it communicates. I also believe the Bible is 
wildly misunderstood. Therefore, I believe that everyone— 
theologians, pastors, academics, podcasters— must submit 
themselves before the scrutinizing light of Scripture in hopes of 
discerning truth and falsehood.

• Lastly, I believe all of our political and theological systems can-
not contain the kingdom of God. Politically, I’m a man in exile. 
And so, I take great liberty in my attempts at subverting the 
“system” of what we have come to call the “right,” “left,” and 
“middle.” While all three may reflect something of God’s king-
dom, neither can claim a monopoly on it.

Two final notes. First, language— my reader will note that I use the 
terms doubt and deconstruction interchangeably. There are indeed nu-
ances in these terms. But, for our purposes here, they are used inter-
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Preface

changeably. Second, endnotes. Endnotes are the Narnian closet of a writ-
er’s thinking. Entering that closet, the reader will find a whole magical 
world from which the writer has drawn inspiration. As you enter the 
closet of my endnotes, you’ll notice something peculiar. The sources, 
thinkers, and theologians represent a broad diversity of thinkers from 
the theological right and left. In a church where everyone’s guilty by as-
sociation, I’ve opted to draw from a diverse range of the body of Christ 
so that I might be found a little guilty in everyone’s eyes. Don’t assume 
that my use of an author implies my unanimous agreement with their 
approach or outlook. From some I borrow once. From others I borrow 
a lot. It’s said that when a theologian is confused, they go to C. S. Lewis. 
As you’ll soon tell, I’m confused a great deal.

That leads us to our question: Is it possible to question one’s faith 
without losing it?
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PART 1

DECONSTRUCTION   
AND DOUBT

Gandalf: I am looking for someone to share in an adventure that I am 
arranging, and it’s very difficult to find anyone.

Bilbo: I should think so— in these parts! We are plain, quiet folk and have 
no use for adventures. Nasty, disturbing, uncomfortable things! Make you 
late for dinner! I can’t think what anybody sees in them. . . .

Gandalf: You’ll have a tale or two to tell of your own when you come back.

Bilbo: Can you promise that I will come back?

Gandalf: No. And if you do, you will not be the same.

— From the film The Hobbit: An Unexpected Journey (2012)
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3

One

Deconstruction and Doubt

Phil

When we first met, Phil had recently moved to the Pacific Northwest. 
Like so many, his journey had brought him from a small, rural, mid- 
American town for a promising software job at one of the city’s prominent 
firms. He’d been hired on the spot after a phone interview. Before leaving 
home, Phil’s youth pastor admonished him to find a “Bible- teaching, 
Jesus- worshiping, missional church” in Portland. Entering these exact 
descriptors into Google, the magical demigods of the internet providen-
tially provided the name and contact info for the church I pastored. The 
subject line read: “Looking to plug in at your church.”

We met at my office. Phil’s story was like many stories of those who’d 
sat in my office before. The conservative evangelical home in which he 
had been raised had nurtured within Phil a deep piety for Jesus, a love 
of Scripture, and a commitment to church. Back home, Phil had been 
an integral part of his youth group and the sound guy for “big church” 
on Sunday mornings. Now in Portland, he expressed a desire to make 
Christian friends, build community, and serve in the church. His pas-
sion was palpable and authentic. Naturally, I shared in his excitement— 
nodding along with every swell of youthful zeal. As our appointment 
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DECONSTRUCTION AND DOUBT 

drew to a close, we discussed ways he might connect, find community, 
and intentionally follow Christ in his new environment.

He found himself again in my office just one year later. This time, Phil 
confessed he no longer believed he was a Christian. “A lot has happened 
in the last year,” Phil began. “I’ve . . . evolved.” After our first meeting, 
Phil came to church a few times. But his attendance soon grew sparse. 
He had found churchgoing challenging— if not altogether excruciat-
ing. By his own admission, he wasn’t good at intentionally making new 
friends. In fact, he’d never had to make new friends. Back home, Phil was 
known by everyone. Coming to a new church triggered endless waves 
of sadness, homesickness, and isolation.

At the same time, work was thriving. He’d gotten a promotion within 
two short months and seemed to be on the fast track to software suc-
cess. His coworkers soon became his best friends. One such coworker 
became Phil’s new roommate. Enter Charles. Charles had grown up in 
a strong Mormon family. Existential questions during Charles’s teenage 
years forged a chasm between his lived experience and the beliefs of his 
upbringing— to say nothing of the growing chasm in his relationship 
with his parents. In his freshman philosophy course, Charles found 
himself drawn to the quiet magnetism of his philosophy professor, whose 
lectures validated the questions within. Charles found resonance in those 
philosophical questions, never having dealt with the deep wounds of 
shame he felt placed on him for not embarking on a two- year mission 
after high school. After years of questioning, Charles left his Mormon 
faith and became an atheist.

Charles openly discussed his deconversion story with Phil. Their 
nightly talks became the norm. Phil soon found himself cautiously reso-
nating with Charles’s critiques of religion. What stood out to him was 
Charles’s extensive Bible knowledge. He knew Scripture, and he knew it 
well. And everything apparently wrong with it. Phil found himself drawn 
to the honest, liberating, and authentic tone of his “freethinking” room-
mate. Never had Phil found such thoughtful, honest, and penetrating 
questioners in his hometown. Devouring Charles’s recommendations 
of books, podcasts, and YouTube videos, Phil immersed himself in a 
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Deconstruction and Doubt

world of doubt and deconstruction he never knew existed. New ques-
tions emerged by the day: Why didn’t his youth pastor talk about these 
“contradictions” in the Bible? Were they hiding these from him? And what 
to make of Charles’s confidence?

This all converged alongside Phil’s dwindling connection to church 
and family back home. Most of what connected him to that community 
was a steady stream of Facebook posts about how good God was, why 
Donald Trump was apparently God’s anointed leader for a Christian na-
tion, and how “blessed” they always seemed to be. Less and less seemed to 
connect Phil’s past with his present. With few trusted voices to dialogue 
with, Phil took his questions to the internet. There he discovered a virtual 
cottage industry of like- minded people who gave voice to these existential 
questions. They also offered him new questions he’d never considered. 
Life became one big podcast binge. At work, on the weekends, during his 
nightly jogs, Phil devoured everything he could get his hands on. Phil’s 
existential crisis was being fed a steady diet of content— all at 2x speed.

The onslaught of questions and doubts became a cocktail Phil found 
intoxicating, painful, and liberating all at the same time. Phil felt alive 
in his freedom to ask fresh questions. But these questions also brought 
shame. He felt like he was turning his back on his childhood faith. At 
our second meeting, Phil let it all out. He began with the Bible. What 
about all the “contradictions” that Charles brought up? What was he 
supposed to do with those? Phil expressed resentment that nobody back 
home had taught on the real Bible and how complex it really was. Then 
he turned to how the Bible had been used to hurt people. “I mean,” he 
passionately confessed, “how can I believe in a book that was used to 
silence the slaves?” Not to mention how it had emotionally hurt so many 
people today. Phil talked angrily about one gay coworker who’d been 
deeply wounded by Christians. This led to a general rage over politics. 
Watching his hometown family and friends gloat over Donald Trump’s 
victory on Facebook created deep resentment. Even hatred. I was raised 
by these people! This just isn’t right! I can’t be a part of this! Eventually 
this led to a rant about how he saw evangelicalism as a campaign wing 
of the Republican Party. What does that have to do with Jesus? On top of 
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DECONSTRUCTION AND DOUBT 

all this, he’d started smoking weed to cope with the anxiety of his new 
job and his faith crisis.

Phil was in full doubt and deconstruction mode. And he was just 
scratching the surface—I could discern an aquifer of questions lying 
unseen. But he didn’t continue. He stopped. And almost collapsed in 
defeat. Drawing in a deep breath, Phil dropped his shoulders and said, 
“Pastor, I want to believe. I want to pray. I want to know God. I want to 
be a Christian. I do. I just need answers. I have all of these questions— 
nobody to talk to. What am I supposed to do? You’re the pastor. What do 
you say about all of this? I’m not a Christian anymore, right? Am I still 
a Christian? Can I still be a Christian?”

Tears cascaded down the contours of his youthful cheeks. Here he 
was, another young man in my office bearing his soul, his doubt, putting 
himself out there like never before. Sitting before me— bare, naked of 
spirit, showing every card— was a young man who seemed at the end 
of himself. Nothing in my pastoral training had prepared me to answer 
crises of faith like this. I just looked at him. No words. No answers. No 
quick fix. No platitudes. All I could give him was my full, undivided 
attention.

Welcome to the age of deconstruction.

Naming Deconstruction

We all must cross what theologian Kenneth Archer calls “the desert 
of skeptical criticism.”1 What Phil faced wasn’t unique to him. Nor to 
Christians throughout history. Many have crossed this desert before. 
And many try to cross it today. Still, Phil’s crisis raises many questions: 
How does one endure “skeptical criticism” faithfully and Christianly? 
Can one cross that desert of criticism into deeper faith, hope, and trust 
in Christ? Is there a way to question our faith without losing it?

Phil’s story didn’t end there. Phil eventually accepted his valley of 
skepticism, realizing he couldn’t feel, think, or pray his way out of it. 
Underneath this emerged a hunger for Jesus that was unmatched by any 
desire for comfort, convenience, or cliché. Phil’s perseverance eventually 

_Swoboda_After Doubt__ES_jck.indd   22_Swoboda_After Doubt__ES_jck.indd   22 11/30/20   8:48 AM11/30/20   8:48 AM

A. J. Swoboda, After Doubt 
Brazos Press, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2020 

Used by permission.



7

Deconstruction and Doubt

led him back to the God who’d been with him the whole time. Still, reality 
couldn’t be altered by denying it. He had to cross his desert of skeptical 
criticism. Otherwise, he would die in it. Phil discovered he wasn’t alone. 
He found a church community he could walk with. And not only a living 
church— he also discovered the “communion of saints” who had been 
traversing this desert for two thousand years. The living and the dead 
church became his companions. Phil’s deconstruction crisis was nothing 
new. Today Phil follows Jesus. But there were no paths around the desert. 
The path forward was the ancient path— that holy precedent— which led 
along the ancient footsteps trodden long before through the desert. When 
he embraced this, he discovered something: when it rains, valleys have 
a habit of filling first. There is a way to walk across the desert of doubt 
and deconstruction toward the oasis of life: Jesus Christ!

What is deconstruction? Roughly speaking, deconstruction is the 
dismantling of anything that’s been constructed. In architecture, it’s a 
building demolished to make room for the new. In baking, it’s the cookie 
torn apart for a pie crust creation. In child’s play, it’s an eight- year- old 
dismantling his LEGO invention. Deconstruction describes many as-
pects of everyday life. But since the 1960s, it has meant so much more. 
Deconstruction is now more broadly applied to literature and philosophy 
representing the dismantling of traditional cultural values, norms, and 
ideologies— most notably through the French philosopher Jacques Der-
rida.2 This led to what’s been called postmodernism. Theological decon-
struction, as such, is the process of dismantling one’s accepted beliefs.3 
It is Phil’s painful journey of questioning, critiquing, and reevaluating 
previous faith commitments upon which he used to rely. And, in Phil’s 
case, a reorientation to them— what we would call reconstruction. Back 
to that later.

Deconstruction is the new norm. Nearly 60 percent of people raised 
in Christian churches deconstruct their faith following high school.4 
These numbers have faces. Faith deconstruction isn’t a one- size- fits- all 
experience. Nor does it always entail walking away from one’s faith. Let 
me introduce you to three friends who reflect a variety of deconstruction 
experiences. John was raised a mainline Episcopalian with a passion 
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DECONSTRUCTION AND DOUBT 

for social justice, a heart for the poor, and a belief that Christians were 
responsible for dismantling systems perpetuating injustice. John’s father 
was a well- known environmentalist whose activism often took him away 
from the dinner table to neighborhood assemblies, board meetings, and 
watershed cleanups. At a campus ministry during his college freshman 
year, John heard the gospel in a way he’d never heard before. Raised in 
progressive Christianity, he’d heard of the Jesus of justice but not the 
divine Christ whose blood conquered sin and death. John’s world was 
transformed. John’s immersion into conservative Christianity led to a 
fissure between him and his father, who expressed embarrassment that 
his son had “become one of those damned evangelicals.” John, in turn, 
expressed resentment that his father had cleaned up more watersheds 
than attended John’s soccer games.

Sarah was raised in a conservative Christian home. In high school, she 
confessed to her parents about having unwanted sexual desires. Listen-
ing sympathetically, they believed their best recourse was counseling, 
Bible study, and weekly prayer. Sarah’s desires never disappeared. In 
college, she encountered a Lutheran campus ministry that embraced 
nontraditional expressions of sexual identity. Sarah’s desires were af-
firmed. And they suggested that her upbringing had caused her deep 
emotional and spiritual trauma. As Sarah’s childhood theology disin-
tegrated, so did her relationship with her parents. Thanksgiving and 
Christmas soon were their only visits— times increasingly marked by 
quiet distrust and subtle resentment neither knew how to overcome.

Carlos was raised in an atheist home. After a heart attack at forty- five, 
Carlos found himself relegated to a hospital bed facing his surprisingly 
early mortality. His mind naturally pondered the afterlife. Death had 
a surprising way of opening Carlos’s eyes to spiritual questions. After 
a visit from the chaplain, Carlos’s “God- awakening” left him entirely 
transformed and hungry to know God. His upbringing hadn’t equipped 
him to face the suffering he faced in that hospital bed.

Each of these stories represents a face of deconstruction— John ques-
tioning his childhood faith; Sarah deconstructing her understanding of 
sexuality; Carlos learning why people rarely convert to atheism on their 
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deathbed. Deconstruction can happen to atheists, Christians, conserva-
tives, progressives, traditionalists, complementarians, egalitarians, even 
doubters. No one is safe.

Honoring and Leaving

The challenge each of these faced in their deconstruction— and what we 
may face— is walking the tightrope between becoming our own person 
and honoring our past. In The Homeless Mind, sociologist Peter Berger 
explores how traditional cultures in the past connected social value with 
“honor.”5 One’s place in a society directly related to how one fulfilled 
their given role as a member of society— fathers, mothers, people in 
authority, or guardians of tradition. Honor was extended to those who 
dutifully fulfilled these roles. In contrast to traditional cultures, Western 
culture underscores individuality and breaking with the past by giving 
social privilege to those who “earn” it. Achievement, work, wealth ac-
cumulation, popularity, and education— these are how we find honor 
now. This slow shift from an honor society to an achievement society has 
greatly affected people, families, and communities. Value is no longer 
given to who one is. It is given to what one does. Philosopher Byung- Chul 
Han contends that while honor societies emphasize discipline and doing 
what should be done, the present achievement culture is obsessed with 
what we can do.6 That obsession has driven us to epistemic anxiety and 
fatigue.

The shift from honor to achievement radically changes the way many in 
the West relate to the “old” beliefs of Christianity. Whereas honor cultures 
guard, protect, and pass along deeply held beliefs, achievement cultures 
privilege and prioritize breaking from past dogmas that are dogmati-
cally dismissed as sheer naivete. New ideas, it’s implied, are more likely 
to be true. Being an “evolved” person means breaking with these past 
superstitions. Being post- anything is now a sign of arrival and maturity— 
postmodern, post- Christian, post- Enlightenment, post- liberal, post- 
conservative, and post- political. Being post- something is powerful and 
intoxicating. We’ve been there. We’ve left. We’ve transcended, enjoying 

_Swoboda_After Doubt__ES_jck.indd   25_Swoboda_After Doubt__ES_jck.indd   25 11/30/20   8:48 AM11/30/20   8:48 AM

A. J. Swoboda, After Doubt 
Brazos Press, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2020 

Used by permission.



10

DECONSTRUCTION AND DOUBT 

the “objective” and “neutral” view from the top. We caress our own ego 
by calling this “being on the right side of history.”

Still, the journey of leaving should not be vilified. Part of biblical faith 
is about leaving. Consider Jesus’s cousin John the Baptist. John minis-
tered in the desert. Why might that be noteworthy? John’s father was 
Zechariah— the high priest who was ministering in the temple when an 
angel of the Lord commanded him to prepare for a coming son. John’s 
dad was the high priest. That places John in an elite spiritual lineage 
that could have led to John’s working in the temple. But he doesn’t. John 
breaks from his father. Rather than serving in the temple, John prepares 
the way of Jesus in the desert. Read through the lens of honor culture, 
this break, while unimportant to the modern reader, is significant. The 
Bible intentionally highlights many such moments of the faithful break-
ing from family, community, and the past to follow God’s call. Ironically, 
John’s work of preparing the way of Jesus was temple work. It’s just that 
this new temple wasn’t a building. The temple was his cousin. That raises 
an important biblical perspective: we sometimes leave not as a means to 
get away from God but as a means to actually encounter God.

Counselors call this differentiation: the journey of learning how we 
are different from those around us, our upbringing, or our social con-
text. Differentiation is good and it’s part of life. We all do it in varying 
degrees. I’m in a denomination. But I’ve learned many ways I’m differ-
ent from my denomination. My wife and I are differentiated. We are 
“one,” sure, but we couldn’t think more differently on what to name 
our dog or what color the house should be painted. Jesus differentiated. 
Watch his relationship with his mother Mary as he consistently made 
it clear that his purposes were higher than being merely her son.7 Even 
the Trinity models differentiation. The Trinity is three distinct per-
sons in the Father, Son, and Spirit, who eternally remain in a union 
of love. Still, they remain three distinct persons with three distinct 
personalities. Every early church heresy pertaining to the Trinity, in 
fact, either conflated the Trinity into one person or saw them as three 
different gods. The Trinity is three persons, one being. God’s nature is 
as differentiated persons.
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Part of the reason so many young people deconstruct their faith so 
radically after leaving home is that they were never given a chance to 
differentiate in their earlier years. This deconstruction age is as much 
a reflection of our longing for boundaries as anything else. We react 
(even overreact) against the faith of our communities or families of ori-
gin because we were often never given agency as people in our younger 
years. One young woman in the throes of deconstruction described to me 
her Christian mother. There were no boundaries. Her mother, at every 
whim, would barge into her room— even into her late teenage years— 
without knocking. As the young woman began reexploring the faith she 
left during college, she read afresh the New Testament. One image of 
Jesus in Revelation struck her. Jesus will “stand at the door and knock” 
(Rev. 3:20). She was overwhelmed— even liberated— by this image. Jesus 
doesn’t barge in. Jesus knocks. The idea that Jesus honored boundaries 
helped create the trust she needed to return to her faith.8

Differentiation is important and even healing. But it is nonetheless 
extraordinarily painful— especially for parents. I’m a father. It’s terrify-
ing being a Christian parent in an age of deconstruction, where every 
cultural impulse celebrates rejecting the Christian past in the name 
of liberation. I’m raising my son in a world that scoffs at tradition and 
upbringing and beliefs of the past. Sadly, this is leading to a Christian 
culture where the faith is not being passed along to the young— largely 
out of fear. Any Christian parent who’s watched their child deconstruct 
the faith they were handed will tell you it is excruciating. To protect 
against the pain, many in my generation would rather withhold in-
structing children in the ways of the Lord in the name of letting them 
“find their own path.” But even this is a mirage. Handing a child an 
absence of faith is still handing them a faith tradition—a hollow one  
indeed.

Trembling with fear, even I am being taught by our age of decon-
struction. I’m learning to go toe- to- toe with my greatest fear: being 
rejected by my son. Am I merely handing my boy something he’ll ulti-
mately reject? In the raging storm of these fears, God is teaching me 
that his love for my son is greater than my own. And that I am invited 
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to lovingly and faithfully instill a faith into my son that very well may 
be undone. I pray it isn’t. I want my son to love Jesus. I want my son 
to be part of God’s church. I want my son to live a right and good life. 
But I can’t force him to believe. I can’t force anyone to believe. I have to 
hand faith on to my son as a very act of faith, not an act of control, lest 
I forget that self- control— and not control— is a fruit of the Spirit. My 
new goal is handing my son a story of Jesus so beautiful and compel-
ling that no philosophy professor during his first year of college could 
rip it out of his heart.

I’ve had to learn from Zechariah— John the Baptist’s dad. One gift 
a parent can give their child is a rich story of faith and an opportunity 
to follow it for themselves. In our helicopter parenting culture— where 
parents clamor over their child’s every move, ensuring safety and suc-
cess— it is the children who are worshiped. In achievement societies, 
they’re forced into being miniature deities who must master three sports, 
get all the scholarships, and never slip up in order to be approved of. It’s 
no better in Eastern cultures where ancestors of the past are worshiped. 
Same problem. The only hope is Christ. Christ must be worshiped, or else 
we’ll worship the future or the past. When Jesus is King, we no longer 
worship the fathers— we worship the “God of our fathers.” When Jesus 
is King, the only child we worship is the one in the manger. Good news 
for Mary, who remains the only person in human history who could 
worship her child and not be an idolater.

We are called, like Abraham, to leave a homeland, family, and place 
of comfort to pursue God. Jesus’s call was (and is) the same. “Follow me” 
meant for each disciple the leaving of business, family, or loved ones for 
God’s kingdom. Part of discipleship is leaving— and becoming the person 
God has called us to be in this world.

But leaving must not be unhitched from honoring. Throughout the 
Mosaic code— enshrined in the Ten Commandments— we see God invit-
ing us to respect and honor, with dignity and care, those who brought 
us into the world. “Honor your father and your mother,” the Decalogue 
commands (Exod. 20:12). Malachi further states that the Messiah would 
come and “turn the hearts of the parents to their children, and the hearts 
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of the children to their parents” (Mal. 4:6). That is what Jesus came to 
do. Jesus calls us to leave everything to follow him. And also to “honor” 
where we came from.

I wonder if we even see Jesus wrestling with the tension of leaving 
and honoring. In John 2, Jesus attends a wedding. Soon enough, Mary 
discovers there’s no more wine. She tells her son. Alerted to the social 
faux pas, Jesus immediately responds to his mom, “My hour has not 
yet come” (v. 4). Seemingly ignoring his comment, Mary instructs the 
attendants to “do whatever he tells you” (v. 5). John describes something 
fascinating: Jesus listens to his mother and turns the water into wine 
despite it not being his time. If Jesus’s time has not yet come, why does 
he obey his mom? Here I believe we see Jesus being a real human strug-
gling with the real challenge of being faithful to God his Father and 
Mary his mother. In the end, Jesus responds to her faith and miracu-
lously produces gallons of wine. “Jesus,” writes New Testament scholar 
Raymond Brown, “can never refuse or resist faith.”9 Jesus Christ— God 
who became man— had to himself learn to live in the tension of being 
both the Son of God and the son of Mary.

Cultures, it seems, are always tempted to reject this tension and em-
phasize either honoring or leaving. The biblical world was an honor 
world. The Western world is a leaving world. In the honor society of 
Jesus’s time, culture and religion preserved and protected the past at all 
costs. Honoring family and tradition was prioritized over everything. 
This is why Jesus comments, “A prophet is not without honor except in his 
own town” (Mark 6:4). When it came down to it, tradition and honor were 
held above even the prophet’s message. The default structure of society 
was to protect, honor, and preserve the past. Western culture has swung 
to the opposite extreme. The contemporary Western world— framed by 
the Enlightenment— is a leaving culture that considers it liberating to 
set aside the past and tradition. Things are now backward. A hometown 
in the time of Jesus gave no honor to the prophet. In our time, a prophet 
gives no honor to their hometown. This is the framework of our decon-
struction age. We’ve become a world of prophets armed with truth in 
one hand and disdain toward our hometown in the other.10
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Jesus found a creative way through these tensions. So can we. Without 
holding to both leaving and honoring, we careen toward the extremes 
of either burning down the past or forsaking the present and future.

Shipwrecked by the Extremes

For those walking through doubt or deconstruction, that tension of leav-
ing and honoring is critical. In Paul’s first letter to Timothy, he writes 
of two men named Hymenaeus and Alexander who have “suffered ship-
wreck with regard to the faith” (1 Tim. 1:19)— visceral language opted 
for by an apostle who’d actually been shipwrecked during his own sea-
faring. Paul knew the difference between a storm and a shipwreck. And 
Paul knew he was writing to churches that found themselves in storms 
as they faced division on the inside and persecution from the outside. 
Every New Testament letter assumes the churches harbored big ques-
tions about the Christian faith. They didn’t have all the answers they 
needed. Storms were raging. But storms were— for Paul— very different 
from having a shipwrecked faith.

Thinking back on my second meeting with Phil, what still strikes 
me is how he assumed he probably wasn’t a Christian simply because 
he had questions and doubts. Phil equated a storm with a shipwreck. 
Where did this idea come from? We too often assume that doubts and 
questions and critiques of one’s own faith are the same as losing it. But 
this deception betrays the ways Christians have been following Jesus for 
two thousand years. Even the New Testament recognizes the difference 
between a Judas Iscariot and a Peter— both of whom turned their back 
on Jesus. The difference? One came back. The other gave up. There’s a 
fundamental difference between doubt and unbelief in Scripture. Peter’s 
doubt wasn’t the end of his faith. Why should it be ours? Peter’s crisis of 
faith eventually matured into an even deeper longing and love for Christ. 
Here is the mystery: to struggle with one’s faith is often the surest sign 
we actually have one. “Doubt is not always a sign that a man is wrong,” 
Oswald Chambers once wrote. “It may be a sign that he is thinking.”11 
Phil loved Jesus enough to ask him his actual, real questions. The biblical 
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witness has a word for this: confession. There’s often no greater act of 
faith and fidelity to God than baring one’s deepest held beliefs to divine 
criticism so that God might be loved more. To put it more simply: kick-
ing the tires doesn’t mean you hate the car.

A shipwrecked faith is a possibility. And, clearly, walking through 
doubt and deconstruction in our time is complicated by how popular 
it has become to question, challenge, pull apart, and reject one’s deeply 
held beliefs. Deconstruction is “cool” now. Honor is now given to those 
who entirely leave their faith. This is further amplified by a form of hy-
perpartisan tribalism that utilizes soft power, wordplay, and emotional 
coercion through the liturgies of social media to manipulate people to 
one extreme or the other. For those in deconstruction, this culture calls 
out like Sirens in the dark whose songs beckon us toward the extreme 
rocks of the theological right and the theological left. One extreme— 
reflective of conservative Christianity— wants us to believe that doubt 
and deconstruction are inherently bad, a pathway inevitably leading 
to the cliffs of apostasy and faith abandonment. This extreme denies 
that deconstruction can be a legitimate place to encounter the living 
God. Here, deconstruction is caricatured as an all- out assault from the 
forces of darkness on truth, church, Christian culture, and ultimately 
the gospel. “If we really had faith in Jesus,” they would say, “we wouldn’t 
have doubts or questions about it.” This is blissful nostalgia. Not to men-
tion that it’s the very black- and- white approach to faith that created 
the deconstruction environment we find ourselves in, where the young 
opt to leave church because their difficulties aren’t allowed within. We 
can all thank God that doubting Thomas didn’t have his doubt crisis in 
a fundamentalist conservative church.12 They would have told him he 
didn’t believe anymore— that he was doomed to destruction.

Still, the extreme of the theological left is as destructive. The ideology 
and spirit of a good deal of progressive Christianity almost requires us 
to undo traditional Christianity as a kind of compulsory experience. 
This is the sign that we’re “evolved” and “liberated.” Emerging from 
this seems to be a kind of laissez- faire approach to historic Christian-
ity that rejects Jesus as the only way to God while seeming to suggest 
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that doubt and deconstruction are (ironically) the only way to God. Here 
the Enneagram has more weight than the words of Scripture. Podcasts 
trump one’s service to the bride of Christ. And theology is acceptable so 
long as it’s sanitized of anything that might offend a Sunday afternoon 
audience on NPR. This has led to a kind of gnostic clique of naysayers 
who rest their pride on finding every last vestige of dirt on the church 
and the Bible with a pretense of arrogance that’s nauseating. Go to the 
internet. Descend into the angsty, hopeless cesspool of Christian nihil-
ism readily available online and you’ll know what we’re talking about.

Both sides miss the boat.
What’s one to do? Conservative Christianity critiques the new ques-

tions. Progressive Christianity scoffs at old answers. This rips apart 
people like Phil, Sarah, John, and Carlos. One demonizes doubt, the other 
demands it. The goal, of course, isn’t to run away from deconstruc-
tion, nor to run toward it. The goal is Jesus Christ and nothing less. It 
is Christ’s kingdom— God’s rule and reign in all things. It is the fruit 
of the Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithful-
ness, gentleness, and self- control. The goal is a life of deep passion for 
what God has said and an actual commitment to the ways of justice and 
loving- kindness it demands of us. The goal is the rule and reign of God 
made manifest for those with questions and those without, a place where 
doubting Thomas can touch the scars of a living God and go transform an 
entire nation. For this to happen, balance is needed. As G. K. Chesterton 
writes, “An inch is everything when you are balancing.”13 Phil learned to 
walk that balance through deconstruction, wisely closing his ears to the 
deadly Sirens on both sides of the boat. In due time, we all need to begin 
to see the duplicity of our own deconstruction and the power of Christ 
despite our questions. We must learn that in persevering long enough, 
one comes full circle— eventually deconstructing our deconstruction, 
critiquing our critiques, doubting our doubts, and refusing to rest our 
anxious minds on the presumed inerrancy of our experience.

That’s what Jesus seeks: a generation of followers who have learned 
to follow through the desert of deconstruction and doubt toward God’s 
kingdom here and now. A people whose love and faith remain after doubt.
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Is there a way to walk through this deconstruction with Jesus into 
a deeper faith? Is it possible to come out on the other side more in love 
with the living God? Is there a way to navigate deconstruction and have a 
deeper love for the church afterward? Can deconstruction make us more 
compassionate and gracious toward others with whom we disagree? 
Can it forge in us the character of God? Can we enter this deconstruc-
tion experience without it ultimately destroying our faith, causing us to 
eventually leave the church and resent Christians forever?

The answer is yes! Not every storm becomes a shipwreck.

Presence

Nestled in the heart of the Old Testament is the book of Job— that holy 
tale of a famed Eastern man facing unimaginable suffering. He has lost 
his children, land, and fortune. In the midst of Job’s pain, he does what 
any sensible person might do: he gives voice to a litany of questions for 
the Divine. Why has all this injustice happened to me? Is the world broken 
if this is what I get out of it? Does Yahweh even love me given that all this 
has happened? Job demands answers. Why has my moral life been met 
with so much loss? How could a just God let this happen?

Job’s questions are not unreasonable. How is one to understand a 
good and just God in the midst of life’s chaos and complexity? Eventually 
Job’s chance arrives to lay his existential questions before God. In one of 
the most penetrating chapters in the Hebrew Scriptures, Job 38 records 
God’s responses to Job. The conversation, however, goes differently than 
one might expect. The questions aren’t for God. The questions are from 
God. Laden with poetic wit and a flare for heavenly sarcasm, God lets 
Job hear his questions: Was Job there when God made the foundations 
of the earth? Was Job there when God made Leviathan? Was Job there to 
watch the first sunrise? Job just stands there— silent.

Remarkably, the text does not record God answering the questions that 
Job has brought. Not one answer. This perplexing turn of events reveals 
that the book offers little response to the “problem” of suffering. There 
are no answers to suffering in Job. Instead, God gives his presence. Job 
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wasn’t there when God invented the world. Job didn’t see the first sun-
rise. And what in the world is a Leviathan anyway? The turn of events 
leads to an important vista. What begins as a man full of questions and 
empty on trust fizzles away before our very eyes— there are no longer 
questions but only hope, love, and trust. All that’s left is the deafening 
silence of Yahweh’s presence.14

I’ve watched as young people have moved to Portland and become 
overwhelmed by its culture and lulled by the Sirens of flesh and frivolity. 
I’ve argued, cried, and wept reminding the young of God’s endless love 
for them in the midst of their questions and challenges. The tears on that 
office floor could never be counted. There are simply too many. I’ve en-
dured sleepless nights watching what feels like a whole generation walk 
away from the church because its evils are more clearly exposed than 
ever. I’ve experienced heartburn, acute anxiety, and panic attacks while 
pastoring in a culture that rejects all external authority— especially the 
authority of the words of Jesus. In my darker days, I called it the New 
Oregon Trail. A century ago on their way out West, pilgrims died of 
dysentery. Now they spiritually die of deconstruction. I’ve felt sorry for 
myself, alone. I’ve wondered if I’m crazy. I’ve wondered if I was the only 
Christian left. Giving up became an appealing option.

Then Job would come to my mind. Most modern readers assume that 
Job is the story of other people who suffer greatly. Jonathan Edwards— 
the revivalist and eighteenth- century preacher— argues that reading Job 
in that way is unfaithful to the spirit of the story. Edwards believes Job 
isn’t about a few unfortunate people who lose everything. Rather, Job is 
about each of us. Everyone loses everything— the very precious exis-
tence we love will at some point be taken from us. It may come during 
our life; it may come at its end. But we are all Job. All that I have that I 
think is mine will eventually be given to someone else and will make it 
back to God himself. There are no pockets in the resurrection clothes. 
In due time, we all will give it all away. The story of Job is about the fact 
that we’re all generous— eventually.

It has become clear that Phil— from the beginning of this chapter— 
was having a Job- like experience. It wasn’t exactly the same as Job’s. Phil 
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hadn’t lost his family, his children, his respect, or even the clothes off 
his back. Phil hadn’t lost people, stuff, or place. Phil was losing trust— 
particularly trust in God and his people, something that is perhaps 
harder to lose than life itself. How could he trust God anymore? How 
could he trust the Bible? How could he trust the church? What does one 
do when trust is lost?

Phil eventually learned Job’s lesson— namely, that for some things 
there are no answers. And that the goal never was about getting all the 
answers. “Getting answers to my questions,” once wrote Henri Nouwen, 
“is not the goal of the spiritual life. Living in the presence of God is the 
greater call.”15 The ancients learned this lesson. They whisper it to us. 
Phil learned to place his trust in God’s presence—a place where his ques-
tions and doubts took on a less central place. Trust is not only an act of 
the mind but an orientation of the whole self in love toward someone. 
The questions still mattered, just not as much. What Phil needed, more 
than anything, was not answers to his existential crisis. The answers 
were important, and it is good to ask questions. But his itch was of the 
heart, not the mind. He didn’t need answers; he needed his pain to be 
seen. Once Phil was seen by God, he could continue. Like Job, he did not 
come out the other side with the answers he wanted. But he did come 
out of it with a restored trust in the God who made him and knew him 
from his mother’s womb.

Phil learned that answers are an inadequate substitute for the pres-
ence of an Almighty God.
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