






























































Preachers who are not believers

with other people. But she’s going to be first. Because I know it’s going to
be --- it’s going to turn her life upside-down ... she’s a very dedicated
Christian. Very devout.

He thinks she is aware that he has been changing, but she doesn’t press him about it and he
has no intention of trying to change her beliefs:

[ think she definitely sees me pulling away from it though. And we’ve talked
about it, but in very superficial ways. [ don’t get into details about it.

I’m not going to try to force her to change her mind. And if she wants to
continue to live her life that way, I'll be supportive of her. And I'm not
going to try to demean her or belittle her or belittle her beliefs.

He thinks his children won’t have a problem with his change in beliefs. They haven’t
seemed to notice or care that he no longer says prayers before meals. Recently, he was very
open with his son who asked him about some Bible passages:

We were talking about some scriptures in Revelation and some other things.
He said, “Dad, do you really believe?”” Before I could think, I said, “Son, I
don’t believe any of it. No way.” He just smiled.

Discussion

The not so tender trap'

All of our pastors were grateful for the opportunity to talk candidly about their
quandaries with an interested outsider who would challenge and probe them without
judging them. This was, in most cases, the first time in their lives that they could speak
aloud about these matters. As Wes said:

So it’s been very helpful, and --- 1 was concerned at first that it might
reawaken in me some of my old anxieties and depression about maybe |
shouldn’t be doing this for a living, and stuff like that. But it has not done
that. If anything, it’s --- it’s kind of convinced me that I’'m over that stage in
my life.

The loneliness of non-believing pastors is extreme. They have no trusted
confidantes to reassure them, to reflect their own musings back to them, to provide reality
checks. As their profiles reveal, even their spouses are often unaware of their turmoil. Why
don’t they resign their posts and find a new life? They are caught in a trap, cunningly
designed to harness both their best intentions and their basest fears to the task of
immobilizing them in their predicament. Their salaries are modest and the economic
incentive is to stay in place, to hang on by their fingernails and wait for retirement when
they get their pension:

I think I'm doing it now because financially I don’t have a choice. I could
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quit and go in there today and say today, “I'm not coming back.” But it
would cause a huge financial burden on me. I mean, how would I continue
to make my house payment and support my family? (Jack)

Pastors who are provided a parsonage to live in are even more tightly bound: they
have no equity to use as a springboard to a new house. But economic worries are not the
only, or even the primary, consideration, in the eyes of some of our five:

Because there have been times when I’d say, “You know what? I'm just
going to tell everybody, and whatever happens happens.” And then I think,
“Gosh, I can’t do that.” I think I could handle it, but it’s other people that
I’'m worried about. And I think, “by gosh, do I still care too much about
what other people think of me or something?” (Adam)

I’m thinking if I leave the church --- first of all, what’s that going to do to
my family? And I don’t know. Secondly is, | have zero friends outside the
church. I’'m kind of a loner. (Jack)

As Jack says about telling his wife: “It’s going to turn her life upside down.”

Another says it’s his wife’s family that is holding him back. They didn’t approve of
him in the first place, and will make her miserable. The tangle of conflicting motives is
vividly captured in a single rambling reflection from Adam:

...right now is a time of limbo, because there is so much more at stake than
just my peace, or my intellectual pursuit. Because it’s practically going to
affect a lot of people that I really care about. And I’ve even thought, “Gosh,
Jjust keep doing it.” I've thought, just keep along with it, buckle down and
tell yourself that this is for the greater good for the people I care about, even
though I don’t believe it. Just stick with what you’re doing; it pays good. It
--- you’re not harming anybody, I don’t think [chuckle]. You’re doing good
in your community; you’re respected. But it’s just gnawing away inside.

Confiding their difficulties to a superior is not an appealing option: although it
would be unlikely to lead swiftly and directly to an involuntary unfrocking. No
denomination has a surplus of qualified clergy, and the last thing an administrator wants to
hear is that one of the front line preachers is teetering on the edge of default. More likely,
such an acknowledgment of doubt would put them on the list of problematic clergy and
secure for them the not very helpful advice to soldier on and work through their crises of
faith. Speaking in confidence with fellow clergy is also a course fraught with danger, in
spite of the fact that some of them are firmly convinced that many, and perhaps most, of
their fellow clergy share their lack of belief.

What gives them this impression that they are far from alone, and how did this
strange and sorrowful state of affairs arise? The answer seems to lie in the seminary
experience shared by all our pastors, liberals and literals alike. Even some conservative
seminaries staff their courses on the Bible with professors who are trained in textual
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criticism, the historical methods of biblical scholarship, and what is taught in those courses
is not what the young seminarians learned in Sunday school, even in the more liberal
churches. In seminary they were introduced to many of the details that have been gleaned
by centuries of painstaking research about how various ancient texts came to be written,
copied, translated, and, after considerable jockeying and logrolling, eventually assembled
into the Bible we read today. It is hard if not impossible to square these new facts with the
idea that the Bible is in all its particulars a true account of actual events, let alone the
inerrant word of God. It is interesting that all our pastors report the same pattern of
response among their fellow students: some were fascinated, but others angrily rejected
what their professors tried to teach them. Whatever their initial response to these unsettling
revelations, the cat was out of the bag and both liberals and literals discerned the need to
conceal their knowledge about the history of Christianity from their congregations.

A gulf opened up between what one says from the pulpit and what one has been
taught in seminary. This gulf is well-known in religious circles. The eminent biblical
scholar Bart D. Ehrman’s widely read book, Misquoting Jesus (2005), recounts his own
odyssey from the seminary into secular scholarship, beginning in the Moody Bible Institute
in Chicago, a famously conservative seminary which required its professors to sign a
statement declaring the Bible to be the inerrant word of God, a declaration that was
increasingly hard for Ehrman to underwrite by his own research. The Dishonest Church
(2003), by retired United Church of Christ minister, Jack Good, explores this “tragic
divide™ that poisons the relationship between the laity and the clergy. Every Christian
minister, not just those in our little study, has to confront this awkwardness, and no doubt
there are many more ways of responding to it than our small sample illustrates. How
widespread is this phenomenon? When we asked one of the other pastors we talked with
initially if he thought clergy with his views were rare in the church, he responded, “Oh, you
can’t go through seminary and come out believing in God!” Surely an overstatement, but a
telling one. As Wes put it:

...there are a lot of clergy out there who --- if you were to ask them --- if
you were to list the five things that you think may be the most central beliefs
of Christianity, they would reject every one of them.

One can be initiated into a conspiracy without a single word exchanged or secret
handshake; all it takes is the dawning realization, beginning in seminary, that you and the
others are privy to a secret, and that they know that you know, and you know that they
know that you know. This is what is known to philosophers and linguists as mutual
knowledge, and it plays a potent role in many social circumstances. Without any explicit
agreement, mutual knowledge seals the deal: you then have no right to betray this bond by
unilaterally divulging it, or even discussing it.

Don’t Ask; Don't Tell

Circumstances conspire to encourage everyone to cooperate with this arrangement.
The bishop, as already noted, is certainly not motivated to expose any doubters or outright
atheists among his subordinates. For instance, Adam did confide his difficulties to a pastor
in another church who counseled him on several occasions, and said:
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Well, first of all, I know the trouble you’re going through. I know you’re
sincere in it. [’'m praying you’re going to come out OK on the end of it. So |
don’t see you as a non-believer still.

And of course Mother Theresa encountered the same response from those to whom she
confided her loss of faith. Nobody in any church wants to learn that a person of God has
lost their belief in God. Even parishioners who harbor suspicions about their pastor’s
doctrinal commitments may well decide to leave well enough alone, especially if he or she
is doing a fine job holding the congregation together. This incuriosity begins at ordination,
when the candidate for a pulpit is examined. Nobody in our small sample was asked by
their inquisitors if they actually believed in God. That would be rude, of course, and
officially unnecessary. Indeed, it’s likely that none of our pastors has ever been asked
point-blank, by anyone — parishioner, fellow minister, or superior — if they believed in God.
“The *borderline fundamentalists’ ask you about your beliefs, but never about whether you
believe in God” (Wes).

This is a relief to them, since an honest answer would set off an avalanche of
problems. There is variation in the severity of the ordination questioning, with more
conservative churches asking more pointed questions about doctrine, but even here there
are circumlocutions that pass muster. Candidates are typically well aware of what will be
expected from them at the hearing, and Rick, the UCC minister, having recounted a
successful dodge that slid him into a college chaplaincy remarked: “Now I might not have
been able to get away with that in, say, Kansas.” As Wes puts it, “There are poisonous
questions that have no business being asked. And one of those questions might be, ‘Do you
believe in the virgin birth?"”

Among their fellow clergy, they often develop friendships, and suspecting that their
friends share their views, they gingerly explore the prospect, using all the ploys that
homosexuals have developed over the centuries: “And I let on like I do have an uncle
who’s a non-believer, and he always said, ‘You know, it’s...”” (Adam). Probably both
knew that this was no uncle he was talking about.

Recall Wes saying of his friendship with a parish leader who had attended seminary:

He would joke about things. I mean, some of the times --- I think some of
the times he was taking a little risk with me. We kind of felt each other out
over the course of time, and he could tell that I was joking. The things I
would joke about were not the kinds of things he was accustomed to hear
joked about. And so he just kind of --- just a little bit of self-revelation at a
time. And we got to the point, you know, where he felt comfortable saying
things to me.

Plausible deniability is maintained by both parties, just in case either of them is
making a dangerous mistake. It seems that atheist “gaydar” is not yet a well-developed
sensitivity among the clergy, and one of our pastors acknowledged that his efforts at
sounding out his friends struck him as much like the forays of homosexuals in earlier
times, when so much calamity could be triggered by coming out.

Creative Wiggle Room
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Most clergy take beliefs metaphorically, not as literally true. Given that
assumption, there is quite a lot of creative wiggle room. (Wes)

None of our five pastors has come up with any particularly original ways of evading
or softening the issue of God’s existence, but they all exploit many of the available moves.
Among the favorites are variations on what a philosopher would call a “use-mention error’:
conflating the name (or concept) of a thing with the thing itself. When Karen Armstrong
writes A History of God (1993), she is talking, of course, about the history of the concept of
God, a topic that is as readily researchable by atheist scholars as, say, the history of (the
concept of) Santa Claus. And when Robert Wright publishes The Evolution of God (2009),
this must be the concept of God he is writing about, not God himself (or itself), but it is
convenient for authors to blur the distinction. A nice example comes from Rodney Stark’s
One True God: Historical Consequences of Monotheism (2001):

All of the great monotheisms propose that their God works through history, and |
plan to show that, at least sociologically, they are quite right: that a great deal of
history — triumphs as well as disasters — has been made on behalf of One True God.
What could be more obvious? (p1)

“Sociologically” apparently means, here, that Stark is writing about the concept of
God, and the role it plays, not the role that God plays (if any). Sometimes our pastors
produce inadvertently comical versions of this popular obfuscation: “God is literally what
we would call a metaphor” (Wes) (Think about it). “...the difference between me and an
atheist is basically this. It’s not about the existence of God. It’s do we believe that there is
room for the use of the word ‘God’ in some context?” (Wes again). But even atheists find
plenty of room for using the word “God”; it is well-nigh indispensable, for instance, in
denying the existence of God.

Another familiar theme borrows heavily from postmodernism, with its attempt to
subvert the very idea of truth. For instance:

When I lived in New Mexico, | heard these Native American story tellers
tell creation stories. Or other stories about their tribe. Then they’d say,
“Maybe it didn’t happen this way, but the story’s true.” Meaning there’s
truths in the story, but they’re not literally true. (Rick)

Where, we wonder, did the Native American story tellers get this idea?

Somewhat more inventive is this nice twist on literalism: “If you read the Bible
literally, you’re not taking the Bible seriously” (Darryl). And Rick has a deft way of using
quotation marks to save him from assertion: “But when I say the creed, what I say is ‘Let
us remember our forefathers and mothers in the faith who said, “dot, dot, dot, dot™.” Again,
it’s the historical connection that I kind of appreciate.”

The Slipping Ratchet

This constant spin doctoring takes its toll, apparently, but it also subverts a mission
that the liberal pastors claim for themselves: staying in the church in order to liberalize it,
in order to make it a saner, wiser, more tolerant institution. “My goal is to become
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obsolete,” says Wes. And according to Rick:

One of my strategies to stay in the church, is to change the church. I mean, |
want the church to hear this stuff! I want the church to deal with me. I want
the church to know that there’s a progressive way of thinking out there. |
want the church to know that there are people who are thinking really
radical stuff about theology.

Bit by bit, day by day, they would like to lift their parishioners closer to their own way of
seeing the world, but by not speaking their minds, their sincere minds, they squander most
of the opportunities to lead their congregations to new ways of thinking. In fact, there is a
sort of Hippocratic Oath that all five seem to follow: In the first place, do no damage to any
parishioner’s beliefs. Sometimes this is obviously the right thing to do, what anyone would
do:

But he’s still dying of cancer; [his faith is] not changing the situation. It’s
changing his acceptance of things; it’s allowing him to cope with it. And
[’m certainly not going to pull that rug out from under him. (Darryl)

And sometimes concern for others is arguably the dominant motive:

I say I never try to take away from somebody something they believe unless
I can put something better in its place, as opposed to just attacking. (Rick)

But other times this policy seems more self-protective than altruistic: “So
it’s like you want to build their faith, not tear down their faith. So you do
your work carefully. (Adam)

Do they ever volunteer their radical ideas to parishioners? One tactic they have
discovered is the book club or study group, where self-selected parishioners get to read one
of the controversial books by Bart Ehrman (2005) or Bishop John Shelby Spong (1994;
1998), or even Sam Harris (2004; 2006a), or to watch the 21 week Lutheran DVD series
Living the Questions, a carefully open-ended exploration of the issues. Those who
participate are alerted to the nature of the materials in advance and are then gently
encouraged to discuss the ideas, in an unusually tolerant atmosphere, a sort of holiday from
the constraints of dogma. Here the pastors can demonstrate their open-mindedness and
willingness to take these shocking ideas seriously, and let the authors be the mouthpieces
for what is in their hearts. Again, they need to have plausible deniability: they aren’t
preaching these ideas, just acquainting their parishioners — those who are interested — with
them. Not surprisingly, they draw a sharp distinction between what they can say from the
pulpit, and what they can say in these less official circumstances:

Well, because on the pulpit, on a Sunday morning, you get people in all

different stages. And if I laid that out there, then again, people would not
hear the point of the sermon. (Wes)
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Those in the congregation who are already liberal can easily tolerate the otherwise
incredible assertions, because they have internalized the message that whenever they need
to, they can treat what they hear as merely metaphorical. Those of less liberal, more literal,
creed are reassured that their pastor is still four-square on their side — and so the whole
spectrum of congregants can “hear the point of the sermon.”

But still, the pastors often find themselves put on the spot. When asked what he
would say to a new widow who says, “Now he’s in heaven,” Jack replied, “I’'m very good
at holding my tongue.” And if a parishioner volunteers that he’s been born again, or just
talked to God, Rick says, “I let them talk about it. I let it be meaningful. I don’t try to
dissuade them from their opinion, or evangelize my better, broader understanding of the
Lord to them.” And then there are noncommittal responses designed to go unnoticed.
Jack’s favorites are, “Well, it’s good to see you today” and “Well, that’s nice of you to say
that.”

So in spite of their best intentions, these pastors do not manage to exert very much
pressure on their congregations to evolve their own beliefs in liberalizing directions.
Instead, they find their own ways of dealing with the widening gap between what they find
they can say, and what they know their parishioners take them to be saying:

I don’t feel like a hypocrite. I feel very authentic and very credible when I
say things to my people.... The real truth of the matter is that I’'m not being
more honest with you than I am with my church. I’'m not being more candid
here. I'm just in a different context that requires a different kind of
conversation. Because | don’t ever have the feeling at church of
withholding, or ... playing ... I feel very authentic; very genuine with them.
I don’t feel like I’'m being more of myself here than I would be there. And in
some ways, | feel like perhaps I’'m more of myself there than I’m being here.
It’s really strange. (Wes)

What will happen to these pastors?

Are they, in fact, in a good position to lead their congregations towards their own
understandings, or are they condemned by their own commitments — to parishioners, their
families, their colleagues — to perpetuate the double standards of sincerity that they have
crafted so unwittingly over the years? We all find ourselves committed to little white lies,
half-truths and convenient forgettings, knowing tacitly which topics not to raise with which
of our loved ones and friends. But these pastors — and who knows how many others — are
caught in a larger web of diplomatic, tactical, and, finally, ethical concealment. In no other
profession, surely, is one so isolated from one’s fellow human beings, so cut off from the
fresh air of candor, never knowing the relief of getting things off one’s chest.

These are brave individuals who are still trying to figure out how to live with the
decisions they made many years ago, when they decided, full of devotion and hope, to give
their lives to a God they no longer find by their sides. We hope that by telling their stories
we will help them and others find more wholehearted ways of doing the good they set out
to do. Perhaps the best thing their congregations can do to help them is to respect their
unspoken vows of secrecy, and allow them to carry on unchallenged; or perhaps this is a
short-sighted response, ultimately just perpetuating the tightly interlocking system that
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maintains the gulf of systematic hypocrisy between clergy and laity. Perhaps new
institutions will arise, siphoning off the congregants into more open allegiances, in which
creeds need no special defense or interpretation, since they are already so credible and
honorable. Perhaps congregations can transform themselves into such institutions. Only
then will Wes get his wish and become obsolete, and in the meantime, we can expect that
many others will go through the trials and temptations that our five clergy have weathered.
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' One of our five informants, Rick, on reading this report, told us that while he found his profile accurate, he
himself has never felt trapped, so we wish to correct the impression that all of our pastors consider themselves
caught in a trap.
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