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   Introduction   

   A wind of secularity is currently blowing across North America. 
 No one can predict the overall course of this wind—

whether it will gain speed in the years ahead or eventually run its 
course and peter out. But for now, it is blowing quite steadily. Th e 
growth of irreligion in the United States in recent years is unde-
niable. According to sociologists Barry Kosmin and Ariela Keysar, 
the increase in the number of Americans eschewing religion in 
recent years “has been one of the most important trends on the 
American religious scene.”   1    

 Surveys tell much of the story. According to the American 
Religious Identifi cation Survey, 15% of Americans now claim 
“none” as their religion, up from 8% back in 1990—a near 
 doubling of “nones” in 20 years. Th ese fi ndings were supported 
by the Pew Forum’s U.S. Religious Landscape Survey, which 
reports that 16% of Americans are religiously “unaffi  liated.” 
According to the Harris Poll, in 2003, 4% of Americans were 
 atheist, in 2006 it was 6%, and in 2008, the number was 10%—
with another 9% being agnostic. Th ese are the highest rates of 
 atheism/agnosticism ever reported in an American survey. 
Finally, a 2009 survey undertaken by the nationally syndicated 
 Parade  magazine found that 27% of Americans “do not practice 
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any  religion” and 22% said that religion was “not a factor” in their 
lives. Again, these are the highest levels of secularity among 
Americans ever seen.   2    

 Th e recent growth of secularity in the United States is evident 
in other ways as well. Th ere has been a slew of best-selling books 
in the last few years that are highly critical of religion, namely 
 Sam Harris’s  Th e End of Faith  ( 2004  ),  Christopher Hitchens’s  God 
Is Not Great  ( 2007  ), and  Richard Dawkins’s  Th e God Delusion  
( 2006  ). Additionally, there has been a notable growth recently 
among atheist groups in America, such as the Freedom from 
Religion Foundation, which reported an unprecedented 25% 
membership increase in 2006 alone. Th e Secular Student 
Alliance—a college campus group for nonbelievers—now claims 
over 200 chapters nationwide, up from 42 in 2003. And secu-
larity has skyrocketed among younger Americans, of which the 
percentage of religious “nones” is estimated to be somewhere 
between 30% and 40%. One recent study found that only 53% of 
Americans born after 1981 believe in God.   3    

 Th is increase in irreligion is not occurring because secular peo-
ple are having a ton of babies. Quite the contrary; it is the strongly 
religious who have the most kids. In fact, compared to all reli-
gious groups, nonreligious people are the least likely to have lots 
of children. Th is means that most of the nonreligious people in 
America today were actually raised with some religion, and then 
at a certain point, they opted out. Th ey rejected their religion. 
Th ey became apostates. Th us, in the words of social psychologists 
Bruce Hunsberger and Bob Altemeyer, the “real story” underlying 
the increase of secularity in North America is “the growth in 
apostasy.”   4    

 Th e word “apostasy” comes from the Greek “apostasia,” which 
means “a defection or revolt.” Benjamin Beit-Hallahmi defi nes apos-
tasy as “disaff ection, defection, alienation, disengagement, and dis-
affi  liation from a religious group.” David Caplovitz and Fred Sherrow 
defi ne apostasy as “the relinquishing of a set of religious beliefs” 
but add that apostasy involves “not only a loss of faith, but rejection 
of a particular ascriptive community as a basis for self-identifi ca-
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tion.” David Bromley succinctly defi nes apostates as “individuals 
who once held a religious identity but no longer do so.”   5    

 Just as with religiosity, there are various forms or types of 
apostasy. Armand Mauss has put forth a three-type classifi cation, 
based on the reasons that underlie individuals’ withdrawal from 
religion: intellectual apostasy (they just don’t believe anymore), 
social apostasy (a disintegration of social bonds with coreligion-
ists or the formation of social ties outside one’s religious 
community), and emotional apostasy (one has psychological 
reactions to perceived church hypocrisy, or one comes to apos-
tasy as an outgrowth of an unhappy family life). Merlin Brinkerhoff  
and Kathryn Burke off er another three-type classifi cation: “ritu-
alists” who have lost some or all of their religious beliefs, but con-
tinue to identify with a religious community and still participate 
in various ceremonies and rituals, “outsiders” who still maintain 
clear religious beliefs but no longer identify with a religious 
community, and fi nally “true apostates,” those who have both 
lost their religious beliefs and become totally disaffi  liated from a 
religious community.   6    

 Based on my own analysis of interviews with 87 people who 
were once religious but are no longer, I can off er my own typology 
of apostasy. First, in acknowledgment of  when  in the course of 
his or her life an individual rejects religion, we can make a dis-
tinction between  early  apostasy and  late  apostasy. Th e former 
refers to individuals who were raised in a religious home and were 
socialized into a religious identity as children without much of a 
conscious choice in the matter, who then go on to reject that reli-
gion as soon as they became teenagers or young adults. In other 
words, they shed their religion once they were no longer under 
the direct infl uence of their families. Th is type of apostasy is 
closely linked to an individual’s general maturation process, of 
growing up and fi nding one’s own individuality, fashioning one’s 
own identity, and rebelling against or simply rejecting certain 
elements of one’s parents’ lives or beliefs—of which religion may 
often be a part. Early apostasy is quite common among the non-
religious. For instance, in a study of members of secular-human-
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istic groups in the Pacifi c Northwest, Frank Pasquale found that 
the majority of people knew they were nonreligious by the time 
they were 22, and in fact 25% of them knew they were nonreli-
gious in their teenage years. In contrast to early apostasy, late 
apostasy refers to individuals who adopted their religion on their 
own as adults, not because they were raised to be religious by 
their parents. Th eir religiosity was thus not a direct result of 
childhood socialization but of a conscious choice made as mature, 
unfettered adults. And then, such individuals subsequently 
abandon their religion much later in life. What makes late apos-
tasy qualitatively diff erent from early apostasy is the fact that it 
isn’t as interwoven or interconnected with the general process of 
growing up and creating one’s own identity outside of family 
infl uence. Late apostasy, admittedly, is quite rare. It is far more 
typical for people who were raised in a certain religious tradition 
to reject it in their late teens or early adulthood.   7    

 Th ere is also the matter of just how deeply an individual’s 
rejection of his or her religion goes. Th at is, we can make a dis-
tinction between  shallow  apostasy and  deep  apostasy. Shallow 
apostasy refers to the phenomenon of people rejecting their reli-
gion but who still consider themselves to be strongly spiritual, or 
at least not wholly or completely secular. Th ey may not believe in 
Jesus as the Messiah anymore, but they may still consider him to 
be a special, moral teacher worthy of respect and reverence. Th ey 
may not believe in the God of the Bible anymore, but they still 
think that there is “something” out there, some supernatural 
force of love or sacred unity that upholds and permeates the uni-
verse. Th ey may not belong to a church anymore, but they don’t 
mind going to a religious service once in a while, especially around 
the holidays. While such individuals have rejected a specifi c reli-
gion and have experienced a weakening of faith, they are not 
totally secular. Th ey may have no problem calling themselves ex-
Catholic or ex-Mormon, but they are simultaneously not com-
fortable calling themselves atheists. Deep apostasy refers to 
individuals whose break from  religion is total and absolute; they 
no longer consider themselves religious in any way, shape, or 
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form. Nor do they consider themselves spiritual. Th ey are con-
vinced nonbelievers and are totally uninterested in participating 
in anything religious. Th ey are positively secular, through and 
through. Th e main point to be gleaned from the distinction bet-
ween shallow and deep apostasy is that not all apostates end up 
in the same place. Th e depth of their rejection of religion varies 
signifi cantly. While many of the men and women interviewed for 
this study do classify themselves as confi rmed atheists, many 
others do not. Many classifi ed themselves as open-minded agnos-
tics, believers in “something out there,” Buddhists, and so on. 
Others, particularly those who had been raised as Jews, Mormons, 
and Catholics, considered themselves to be still somehow cultur-
ally linked to their religious tradition, even though they are no 
longer true believers. Th e individuals interviewed for this study 
were about evenly divided between deep and shallow apostates. 

 Finally, there is the matter of just how truly signifi cant or per-
sonally transformative the shift from religiosity to secularity is 
for given individuals. While all 87 apostates that I interviewed 
withdrew from religion, not everyone was as strong in his or her 
religious convictions or religious identifi cation to begin with—so 
the withdrawal from religion took on greater or lesser signifi -
cance, depending on how religious the person originally had 
been. Th e distinction here is between  mild  apostasy and  transfor-
mative  apostasy. Th e former refers to individuals who rejected 
religion but weren’t all that religious in the fi rst place; the reli-
gion he or she rejected was never that signifi cant a part of life, so 
letting it go wasn’t all that big of a deal, entailing few personal 
consequences, little social disruption, and no real psychological 
turmoil. Transformative apostasy refers to the phenomenon of 
individuals who were deeply, strongly religious who then went on 
to reject their religion. For such people, apostasy is a true personal 
revolution, a life-altering transformation. It involves not only a 
massive psychological reorientation from a religious to a secular 
worldview, but it also often entails a loss of close friendships, 
alienation from a strong community, and even rejection by one’s 
family. 
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 While these three dimensions of apostasy—early/late, shal-
low/deep, mild/transformative—manifest themselves in various 
combinations, it is the stories of deep and transformative apos-
tasy that are obviously the most dramatic. One such apostate is 
Nathan. He is a 42-year-old African American who was raised in 
Philadelphia but who now lives in Alabama, where he is a college 
professor. Religion was central to Nathan’s family life and his 
personal identity when he was growing up. For his fi rst 27 years, 
he was devoted, committed, enveloped, and engrossed in all 
aspects of religion.

   I was really active in the church. . . . I got really serious as far as religion. . . . I 

mean, my worldview was totally that God is in control of everything.    

 Nathan attended his family’s Pentecostal church several times a 
week, he prayed constantly, and he was so enthusiastically devout 
that his family referred to him as their “own little Jesus.” After 
high school, Nathan attended Oral Roberts University, majoring in 
church ministries and evangelism. He started up a prison ministry, 
where students could preach the word of God to inmates at nearby 
prisons. During his summers, he went on missions to Jamaica and 
Mexico. He even spent one summer riding the subways of New 
York City, preaching the word of God to anyone who would listen. 
After graduating, he attended graduate school at Trinity Evangelical 
Divinity School and Regent University—both strongly Christian 
institutions. A master of both Old and New Testaments, a servant 
of Jesus Christ, a man of God, a convinced believer—Nathan’s 
entire life was his faith and his church and his Bible. 

 And then, the doubts and questions seeped in, little by little, 
over the course of several years. For a long time he countered 
them with earnest prayer and even greater piety. He overcame 
the seeping skepticism by engrossing himself ever deeper in his 
religious studies and his church. But the questions and doubts 
persisted. 

 For Pentecostal Christians, the ability of God to heal is central. 
Nathan had believed in God’s healing powers all his life. Th en one 
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day, it fi nally occurred to him that he never actually saw any proof 
of miraculous healing. He saw the very opposite:

   I remember the day that I rejected Christianity. . . . It’s weird . . . but one day I 

was driving to the gym to work out and I thought about a good buddy of mine 

who was in a wheelchair. He was a brilliant guy. I thought to myself: “If Rick 

ever got up out of that wheelchair, it would be on CNN. . . . If a blind person 

got healed, it would be on CNN.” I watch CNN every day, and I’ve never seen 

a story about a paralyzed person or blind person . . . so then I thought: God 

doesn’t heal. I had already kind of come to that conclusion, but this way of 

thinking in terms of it is a fact in my mind that the God of the scriptures that 

claims to be a healer does not heal today. . . . Th en I concluded that if God 

doesn’t heal, then the God of the Bible does not exist. If the God of the Bible 

does not exist, then I don’t believe in God. It was really that simple.    

 For Nathan, the transition was extremely diffi  cult. It was a solo 
journey, for which he had no road map and no comrades. No one 
in his family could understand his rejection of Christianity. His 
parents were quite worried about his apostasy, and they continue 
to pray that it is merely a phase that he will soon pull out of. Most 
of his friends were unsympathetic, worried, disappointed. And 
when Nathan goes out on dates now, he fi nds that his irreligios-
ity is often a “deal breaker.” 

 Life for Nathan as a new apostate clearly entailed a dramatic 
change:

   I had to learn how to be a non-Christian. Th ere was a lot of sort of angst in 

that. Here I am now, 26 years old, 27—I don’t remember the exact age—and 

I’ve been pretty much a Christian all that time. A serious Christian. So I have 

to now learn . . . there was a lot of sorrow in the fact that I now was in a world, 

a dangerous world, where I didn’t feel I was protected by anything, where I 

was on my own and things were just kind of random. . . . So I had to kind of like 

learn this new worldview. So on the one hand there was a lot of angst and 

frustration and a lot of—but that didn’t last long. Th e freedom, the tremen-

dous freedom overcame the frustration—the sorrow and the loss, I overcame 

it because I’m a free thinker. . . . Here I am now, I can be whatever I want, I can 
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re-invent myself, I can do whatever I want, I can create my own moral system, 

and I don’t think I ever looked back. I got to the point where I really embraced 

the freedom, I never looked back. So this period of frustration, of loss of regret, 

of how am I going to make it . . . was superseded by the tremendous, almost 

worship of freedom. . . . I worship freedom now instead of God.    

 People like Nathan are rare. But they certainly exist—now 
more than ever. What do we actually know about such people? 
Social scientific research on those who have rejected their 
religion is actually quite minimal. As Stan Albrecht has noted, 
“religious leave-taking has received far less attention than 
has religious conversion.”   8    However, from the handful of 
sporadic studies that have appeared over the past 50 years, 
certain findings have been consistently reported. For example, 
apostasy rates are higher among men than women. Apostates 
are also more likely to be left-leaning politically than non-
apostates. Finally, apostates are more likely to be better edu-
cated, to get higher grades, and to describe themselves as 
having an “intellectual orientation” than their religious 
peers. 

 Th at men are more likely to become apostates than women 
aligns well with a much broader pattern, one supported by a 
signifi cant body of research: men tend to be less religious than 
women over all, on every measure of religiosity and in all soci-
eties for which we have data.   9    Th is may be the result of innate 
genetic or physiological predispositions, diff erent patterns of 
childhood socialization, or diff erent levels of wealth, power, 
status, agency, or prestige within society. As for apostasy being 
strongly correlated with left-leaning, progressive, or radical 
political views—this too conforms with a broader trend: secular 
people in general tend to be more liberal and progressive than 
their religious peers, being less likely to support the death pen-
alty, the War in Iraq, the governmental use of torture, and more 
likely to support Democratic candidates, women’s equality, and 
gay rights.   10    One has to wonder: does rejecting religion lead peo-
ple to hold left-wing political values, or is it the other way 
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around—that holding left-wing political values leads people to 
become apostates? Or are both caused by some third, as-yet 
unidentifi ed factor? While we can’t be sure, what seems plausible 
is that people who question the offi  cial teachings of their religion 
are probably more comfortable questioning other “offi  cial ver-
sions of reality.”   11    Hence, those who don’t feel comfortable accept-
ing the power of religious authorities are probably less likely to 
accept the political powers that be. And conversely, it seems plau-
sible that people who question the status quo are suspicious of 
political leaders; are concerned with inequality, power dynamics, 
and corruption as they exist in the wider society; and might also 
be sensitive to such things as they play out in religious institu-
tions, leading to an increase of skepticism and doubt. Finally, as 
for apostasy being strongly correlated with intellectualism, 
higher education, or as Bob Altemeyer and Bruce Hunsberger 
have stated, being “very bright,” this pattern is also consistent 
with a larger body of research showing that education appears to 
have a corrosive eff ect on religiosity in general. Indeed, higher 
education has been positively correlated with atheism and secu-
larity in many other studies.   12    High educational attainment prob-
ably makes it more diffi  cult to maintain a strong belief in one’s 
religion when learning about the social construction of religion, 
the history of religious development, the diversity of religious 
claims, and the inability of many religious claims to be supported 
by scientifi c verifi cation. Also, attending college often means 
meeting people with other viewpoints, which can undermine 
one’s ability to maintain allegiance to a specifi c set of religious 
ideals. Furthermore, attending college is often a time away from 
one’s family and childhood friends, thereby loosening social 
bonds that otherwise might keep tendencies toward apostasy in 
check. 

 While the above research is important, it does have its short-
comings. Nearly all of the studies ever published on apostasy 
over the past 50 years are based on samples made up solely of 
college students. Th erefore, I made sure that the majority of peo-
ple I interviewed were no longer in college but were older and at 
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diff erent ages and stages in life. A second shortcoming of previous 
research on apostasy is that the majority of studies were based 
on survey data, wherein people answered short questions with 
limited responses available, fi lling out forms wherein they 
checked a box or fi lled in a bubble. Such survey data, while very 
informative, can often be extremely narrow. Answers tend to be 
shallow and information tends to be truncated so as to be easily 
quantifi ed. However, as Janet Jacobs revealed in her  pioneering 
study about people who left new religious movements, apostasy 
is a story that takes place in a person’s life. It involves a “before” 
period when one is religious, a “during” period at which time a 
person is in the process of rejection, and an “after” period, when 
a person is living as a nonreligious individual. Stories of apostasy 
are also idiosyncratic in terms of the specifi c causes and personal 
consequences. Apostasy is a story indeed, and stories just aren’t 
very amenable to survey analysis. For most people, their apos-
tasy is larger, more colorful, more personal, and often more com-
plex than that which can be captured or measured by a short 
questionnaire. Th us, in our growing understanding of apostasy, 
what is needed to enrich, embellish, and deepen the existing 
survey data is data based on in-depth interviews, wherein people 
have the chance, with the extended time that an open-ended 
conversation allows, to convey their stories of how and why they 
rejected their religion. 

 Such stories are extremely valuable. As sociologist Kirk 
Hadaway declared some 20 years ago:

  We still do not know enough about why people become apostates. . . . 

Perhaps the most fruitful direction for further research in this area 

would be case histories . . . of apostates. . . . Th ough complex, such data 

would add valuable information to our understanding of the process 

through which persons reject religion.   13      

 Th is book is an attempt to heed Kirk Hadaway’s call for the 
accumulation, presentation, and analysis of case histories of 
apostates. I’ve sat down and talked with people who have rejected 



IN T RODUCT ION  ( 13 )

their religion, and in listening to their stories, I’ve tried to learn 
something about their journey from religiosity to secularity. My 
analysis is thus based upon the often compelling stories of apos-
tasy as conveyed to me by 87 individuals who were once religious 
but are no longer. Th ese individuals come from and/or live in var-
ious parts of the United States, have a range of ages from the late 
teens to the late seventies, and represent a diversity of racial, 
ethnic, and class backgrounds.   14    

 Of course, I am well aware that asking people to explain their 
own loss of faith is not without its methodological shortcomings. 
Individuals’ own recollections of their personal life stories can be 
unavoidably biased. As Daniel Carson Johnson has pointed out, 
“apostate accounts are essentially autobiographies, and autobi-
ographies are never perfect works of non-fi ction.”   15    When looking 
back on their lives in an attempt to explain their present iden-
tities, some men and women may have a tendency to highlight 
certain details and downplay others—even unconsciously—so 
as to paint a picture of themselves that makes them comfortable 
with their current life choices. Some people may inadvertently 
reconstruct events or embellish memories so that they are not 
accurate. Others may not even truly know why they are apos-
tates; if Freud taught us anything, it is that people are not always 
completely or fully aware of their own motives and they are not 
always readily cognizant of the underlying sources of their 
decisions. While recognizing these potential pitfalls that come 
with relying upon people’s personal accounts of their own life 
stories as data, I still think that the best way to fi nd out why peo-
ple reject religion is to ask those individuals that have actually 
done so—to get the story directly from the horse’s mouth, so to 
speak.     
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Mother Was an Exorcist   

   Like all kids, Robert had nightmares. But his may have been more 
 frequent and more severe than most kids. Robert often dreamt 

about Satan and his fi ery minions breaking into his house, fl ying 
up the stairway, and bursting right into his bedroom to rip him to 
shreds. But that’s not the worst part. What makes Robert’s case 
exceptional, and glaringly painful, was the way his parents—spe-
cifi cally, his mother—responded to them. When Robert woke up 
screaming from a nightmare, his mother didn’t comfort him by 
saying his nightmares were nothing to be afraid of. She didn’t tell 
him that it was all “just a bad dream.” Rather, she told him that 
they weren’t dreams at all but were actually true occurrences and 
that what he was seeing, sensing, and fearing were sober percep-
tions of a very real, very terrifying threat. As he was screaming in 
terror at the peak of one of his terrible nightmares, his mother 
would rush into his room and confi rm that, yes, Satan’s devils had 
in fact been there, they actually had been after Robert, and he was 
lucky that she was there to chase them away. 

 As Robert explained:

   “Oh, there’s a demon!” she’d say and, “Oh there’s another!” She would call 

them out and she could see them—or at least tell that they had been there. So 
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it wasn’t like Satan was coming up the stairs in a dream—he actually  was 

coming up the stairs to come and kill me and good thing she caught it! So she 

would call it out and say, basically, “It’s a good thing I got here when I did 

because this would have been the end of you.” So just completely legitimizing 

the entire—just fearful—saying, of course: “Th is is what happens because 

we’re the warriors and we’re the ones in this neighborhood taking care of 

everything and getting rid of all the demons, so we’re the primary targets”—

that kind of thing. So she would do this whole ceremony basically of just, you 

know, casting them out and whatever—and sometimes she would say: “Well, 

you just need to tell them, you know, in the name of Jesus by the blood of 

Christ you need to get out of here. Th is is a Christian home and the demons 

need to get out of here.”    

 After chasing away the demons, Robert’s mother would stay up 
with her son and pray with him fervently, beseeching Jesus and 
God to protect Robert and their home. On some level, these 
prayer sessions were nice for Robert; he felt his mother’s love and 
concern. But they did nothing to alleviate his persistent noc-
turnal fears. Th e recurring prayer sessions—and his mother’s 
strong Christian worldview, which entailed a belief in the very 
real existence of demons—only served to deepen, expand, and 
solidify his fears. After all, when a mother confi rms that there are 
indeed demons trying to get you, what seven-year-old on the 
planet would have the ability to think, know, or believe 
otherwise? 

 And it is important to understand that Robert’s mother wasn’t 
just his mother. She was also the leading exorcist in her town. 
She was a sort of spiritual superhero: one minute, she was a mild-
mannered housewife, the next minute: Warrior for God. From 
the time that Robert was an infant, and throughout his childhood, 
his mom would get calls almost every day asking her to cast out 
demons from some poor affl  icted soul.

   She kind of became a specialist in that. Diff erent counselors and pastors 

referred their possessed parishioners to her. So they would come over some-

times, or sometimes she would go. I remember going with her. One of the 
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places was an evangelical counseling agency on Clark Street and Hilldale. It 

was just like a strip mall deal, but she’d go in there and do exorcisms. . . . When 

this stuff  happened, it was as early as I can remember—I was four, fi ve, six.    

 What did you think of all this, being so young?

   From my perspective: fear. So she would leave and it was like Batman being 

called. I mean she’s freaking out, she’s speaking in tongues while we’re driving 

down there, so she’s “mumm mummell mummell”—just going off  and then 

she would explain some things to me and how serious this was—just talking 

about the demons. She said there was the Demon of Adultery, the Demon of 

Pornography, and the Demon of—and she would list the demons and begin a 

sort of plan of attack relative to those demons—and discuss this with me. So 

I’m just scared shitless. I mean, I’m thinking: “Th is is it, like, they might get 

me. What if one gets loose?” I was just petrifi ed—petrifi ed—thinking: “what 

if this goes sour?” . . . Th e ones at the counseling center I don’t have vivid mem-

ories of. Th e ones at home I do, you know, being in another room and hearing 

her and sometimes another friend or two from the church just speaking loudly 

in tongues and then yelling and it escalated until the point of the expulsion of 

the demon—or whatever.    

 What were they yelling?

   Oh, just: “In the name of Jesus!”—the rhetoric is sort of an interesting script in 

and of itself: “I’m binding these demons, I’m loosing these demons and covering 

you in the blood of Jesus Christ!” and then speaking directly to the demons. And 

they would lay hands on them, anoint with oil and these types of things.    

 Is the person with the demons uttering any sounds?

   Sometimes, yeah. Th ere would be like the weird guttural stuff . Swearing 

sometimes. I remember hearing them swearing that way. Th at’s where 

I learned swear words [laughs].    

 Robert is now 32 years old. He’s a nice looking man, with engaging 
eyes, dark hair, pierced ears, and lots of tattoos adorning his 
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arms. He has a real charisma about him—a quirky mix of youth-
ful nervousness and philoso phical intelligence. I met him about 
six or seven years ago, when I was teaching a graduate seminar on 
the sociology of religion, and he was one of the star students. 
One of the books we read that semester was about exorcisms in 
contemporary American Christian culture, and when it was time 
to discuss the book in class, Robert said that he knew many of 
the people in the book, that he himself had witnessed countless 
exorcisms, and that although he was no longer a believer, he 
could personally relate very deeply to the book’s contents.   1    As 
I began thinking about writing a book on people who were once 
religious but are no longer, I remembered Robert and got in 
touch, and he was more than happy to come over to my house 
one Sunday night to do an interview. When we were done, I asked 
him if there was anyone else he knew that I might be able to inter-
view. He recommended one of his younger brothers, Ed. 

 Ed is fairer than Robert, with brighter, more intense eyes. He 
has just about the same number of tattoos on his arms as Robert 
and a similarly energetic manner. He is now 28 years old. 

 Here’s what Ed recalled when I asked him about his mother’s 
exorcisms:

   I went to an exorcism with my mom and my little brother. We were told to 

wait upstairs, but we knew why we were going there. And we heard the 

screaming. My mom believes in them and believed that she was going to exor-

cise this demon out of a  teenage girl at the pastor’s house. . . . I remember it got 

so bad and one of the pastor’s children was there as well, so my little brother 

and I and the pastor’s son left the house because it was too much . . . all kinds 

of screaming, cusswords, you know . . . yeah, pretty weird.    

 For many Americans, religion is important but it is not neces-
sarily the most important thing in their lives. But for Robert and 
Ed and their family, religion was everything. Th ough their mother 
was a stay-at-home mom, taking care of Robert, Ed, and two 
additional younger brothers, she was also a very busy exorcist. 
Th eir father was a nurse at the nearby hospital, and he held all 
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kinds of leadership positions at church. Th ey were a content 
 middle-class American family, living in the suburbs. And the 
Bible and Jesus were never far from their ears and eyes and hearts 
and minds. Th ey went to their nondenominational church fre-
quently: once or twice on Sundays, and two or three times during 
the week. Th ey prayed at home a lot: at mealtimes, before bedtime, 
or whenever something came up that required it. Robert and Ed’s 
mother was more or less consumed by her Christianity. As Ed 
explained to me:

   My mom’s religious life—it involved a lot of time on the phone with her friends, 

praying. Th is was before the Internet and cell phones and stuff . Th ey would get 

on three-way and call another person for three-way and they’d have these sort 

of conference calls where they would just pray for an hour or two or something 

as I did my schoolwork.    

 Th is was a daily thing?

   Yeah, a daily thing. Th en I would say . . . every night a similar thing, if it wasn’t 

just her on the phone with one person, it was many people after we’d go to 

bed, but we could always kind of hear her. I would say maybe once or twice a 

week they would pray in tongues at night and so I would hear my mom 

speaking some sort of gibberish to her friends that seemed super important 

somehow . . . you know, all the generalities of “Christianese”—just stuff  about 

how God’s working, that “God would always take care of it if we just pray 

more . . . it’s in God’s hands and God will take care of it and He always has 

before and He always will.”    

 Th eir mother’s passion for the Lord rubbed off  on the kids. Ed 
remembers how he often tried to convert other children in the 
neighborhood to his fundamentalist brand of Christianity. 
Sometimes he was successful, and he can still rattle off  the names 
of various people from his old neighborhood whose families 
became regular churchgoers because he got their kids into it. 
However, other times he wasn’t so successful at winning con-
verts, which was troubling:
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   I worried. . . . I would cry to my mom and—just being so broken over the fact 

that I had such a close friend and I might not see them when I die, you know, 

that they’re not going to be going to heaven, they’re living in sin . . . it killed me.    

 Robert and Ed were mostly home-schooled, because their par-
ents didn’t want them infl uenced by secular society. After all, 
they might be taught about evolution, which was a lie. What they 
needed to know was the truth: that Jesus had died for our sins 
and that the Bible is the word of God. Oh, and that the apoca-
lypse was coming any day now. For Robert, the End Times were 
always just around the corner:

   Th ere is one dominant thought and fear I had growing up: the end of the world 

was near, and my mother was very explicit about that and very rational about 

it. . . . I remember even asking, am I going to get to go to high school? And the 

answer was very clear: probably not.    

 Because the world would . . . ?

   Would end. . . . Th ere would be the millennial reign of Christ . . . trials and 

t ribulations and then the millennial reign of Christ and the saints would go to 

heaven. So we were going to live through it all . . . the world—it was going to 

hell in a hand-basket.    

 Th roughout his junior high years, while Robert was expecting the 
world to end any day, he simultaneously got heavily involved in 
church youth groups. He was often tapped to serve as a youth 
leader, which he did with earnest devotion. He would regularly 
lead prayer sessions, witness to other kids, and attend occasional 
mass exorcisms where he would join with others in laying his 
hands on people, casting out demons in the name of Jesus Christ. 
He recalled one particular mass exorcism that he attended in his 
teens:

   In Fresno . . . they did a mass exorcism—I mean mass. Up in front the rock band 

is just jammin’ and they would all of a sudden segue into some guy, and he’s like 
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talking about all this—especially sexual stuff , like: “How many of you are 

 masturbators? How many of you have ever . . . ?” He was like, “Th is is a spiritual 

affl  iction and you’re all being plagued by demonic powers!” and the worship band 

is kinda jammin’ along, kind of working up . . .    

 How many people were in attendance?

   A thousand, I don’t know. It was a big group, about 80% teenagers or pre-

teens and then a bunch of ministers or whatever—youth ministers of the dif-

ferent groups. I remember an ocean of people in front of me on the ground, 

just fl opping around. I mean, fl opping around, swearing. . . . Th ere were the 

people that were being held down—whatever—the people with the oil 

anointing them, people just rocking . . . I remember . . . At that time I thought 

it was crazy, but there’s something about it I still thought was real. It was 

weird and whatever, but . . . just seeing that many people, a thousand-plus 

people all going along with this and the insanity of it. . . . Th ere were a few piv-

otal years where I would say I believed it and—yeah, I thought something 

was going on and, you know, I was sort of enamored with . . . like this is just 

this power that you have over the universe and like—you’re God’s conduits 

with this energy, this power, and, man, it’s really cool, you know.    

 Ed was also involved in Christian youth groups as well as Christian 
summer camps. He was a strong believer and he had his share of 
powerful religious experiences:

   I mean, I was wholeheartedly into it . . . and I went to camps. . . . Most of my 

religious experiences came through worship and I played guitar and stuff  like 

that. I played in worship bands and we’d go to camp and I was really moved by 

the music more than the sermons or any words, you know. I remember—the 

truth—thinking “I felt God’s presence here” and whatever I was feeling I def-

initely attributed it to something—God, the God of the Bible, the God that I 

believed in at the time. Yeah, absolutely.    

 Th is was in the 1980s. While most American teenagers at that 
time were obsessing over MTV, or new video games, or perhaps 
the fi lms of John Hughes—for many others, that is, Christian 
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teenagers such as Robert and Ed, their obsessions centered 
around God, Jesus, demons, heaven, hell, and the like. And peo-
ple who believe in such things are still remarkably abundant. A 
2008 poll revealed that 75% of Americans believe in miracles, 
75% believe in the existence of heaven, 71% believe that Jesus is 
the son of God, 61% believe that Jesus was born of a virgin, 59% 
believe in the existence of the Devil, 31% believe in the existence 
of witches, and 71% believe in the existence of angels. Another 
survey, from 2005, found that 55% of Americans believe “abso-
lutely” in Satan and another 17.6% think he “probably” exists, 
43.6% are absolutely certain that demons exist and another 
22.6% believe that they probably exist, and 61% are absolutely 
certain about the existence of angels with another 19% believing 
that they, too, probably exist. Th e members of Robert and Ed’s 
family were among the approximately 60% or 70% of Americans 
who believe in angels.   2    

 As Ed recalled:

   Yeah, they were all in the house. “You can’t see them, but there’s angels in the 

house”—just like you and I are in this room. “Th ey’re here and they’re watch-

ing over us.”    

 But despite the protection of those ever-present angels, Robert 
and Ed were taught to always be on guard, for there are also 
demons lurking everywhere—demons that possess and affl  ict 
people, causing them personal, emotional, or physical harm. 
While many Christians perhaps accept the notion of Satan as 
some sort of abstract or metaphorical “wicked force” in the world, 
for Robert and Ed, there was nothing abstract or metaphorical 
about the Red, Horned One. Satan was real—as real as Robert 
and Ed themselves. One could become possessed by demons as 
easily as one could catch the fl u. So, while most of the other kids 
in his neighborhood were focused on the mundane matters that 
are typically pondered by teenagers, young Robert was worrying 
about his soul’s eternal salvation, thanking Jesus for shedding 
his atoning sacrifi ce, and studying the Bible. And, of course, 
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working hard to resist the Devil and  avoiding anything that would 
damn his soul to hell. It was all pretty scary. As Robert recalled:

   I had such anxiety. . . . I always feared for my own salvation. I always secretly 

thought I would go to hell. I just kind of thought I would. I knew I wasn’t quite 

cutting the mustard . . . so I feared hell to the point of having daily nightmares 

growing up, and the end of the world all tied in. Th e world’s going to end and 

somehow I was going to be on the wrong side.    

 One thing that could defi nitely land a lad like Robert on the 
wrong side was engaging in sinful behavior—mainly sex. His par-
ents were very worried about this, so they became very proactive 
in doing all they could to make sure that Robert remained a vir-
gin until marriage. Th ey bought him several books released by 
James Dobson’s conservative Christian group, Focus on the 
Family, that explained sex, or rather, explained  abstinence  from 
sex. And just to be extra safe, his parents had him go through a 
religious “commitment ceremony,” wherein he swore to never 
have sex until marriage. He signed a certifi cate stating that he 
understood what a serious sin premarital sex was and how he 
was going to wait until he was rightfully wed and then they took 
him into the city and bought him a 14-karat gold promise ring, 
which he was to wear at all times as a symbol of his pledge to him-
self, to his parents, to God, and to his future wife.

   I was pledging this to my future wife and I understand that—this is the best 

part—I understand that, you know, if I violate this I’m violating her, so I’m 

violating my future wife-to-be. Th at—and the going to hell—but that was 

the one that really stuck with me. It made sense in some way, like, “Well, I 

don’t want to violate her,” like, “I want to have a wife who I respect and 

respects me and I don’t want to violate her.”. . . . So I got this crazy-ass 

ring . . . the irony of ironies is that I start having sex around 15 or whatever, 

right, and . . . that same year the ring broke.    

 Robert’s loss of virginity was an emotionally wrenching 
experience.
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   Th e fi rst time I had sex, I cried afterwards . . . not in front of my girlfriend, but 

I was a little bit shaken and I left. . . . Yeah, I felt horrible—“What have 

I done?” I had . . . this like ring on my hand. It was a whole ceremony, too. We 

went to the jewelry district in Sacramento and picked it out, you know, my 

dad reads this whole thing and mom reads this whole thing. . . . I’m commit-

ting my life to virginity until marriage and all that. . . . So then I remember 

I kind of laid there and just felt like sick to my stomach, like what did I do? 

I fucked up! I remember thinking about: what am I going to tell my wife? Th at 

was one of the fi rst things that popped into my head . . . and I remember that 

night—crying and just crying and crying. . . . I mean, the guilt and shame is 

what seems so tragic to me and the thing I’m most resentful of. I mean, it was 

crippling.    

 Although Robert had doubts and periodic bouts of skepticism 
about his religion, and although his church attendance had 
become sporadic later in his teens, he still remained a Christian 
and, with some pressure from his mother, enrolled in seminary 
at a fundamentalist, conservative Bible college at age 19. He went 
on to earn a master’s degree in philosophy, religion, and ethics. 
He was one of the best students in his cohort, and his professors 
asked him to help write various position papers and pamphlets 
on things like Christian apologetics and opposition to gay 
marriage. He was on the path to becoming a pastor. 

 But it didn’t happen. 
 Today, Robert is no longer a Christian. He doesn’t believe in 

God. He doesn’t think the Bible is divine. He doesn’t worry about 
his soul’s eternal salvation or damnation. He no longer dwells in 
a demon-haunted world. I asked him how he would describe him-
self now:

   I’m defi nitely not a supernaturalist in any way. . . . I’m a humanist, to be 

sure . . . it’s like, I don’t know how to classify myself other than just saying 

“religiously unmusical.”    

 Robert’s younger brother, Ed, has also lost his fundamentalist 
faith. He doesn’t go to church anymore, doesn’t pray, and doesn’t 
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believe that the Bible is the Word of God. Does he at least still 
consider himself a Christian?

   No, no. Defi nitely not.    

 What would you say you are, then?

   I don’t know. . . . I’m open to the idea that there’s something out there, you 

know? But I look at the world and if I try to think of what that “thing” that’s 

out there might be like . . . I mean, I have such a hard time saying I could have 

any knowledge about whatever might be out there . . . I don’t know. Th at’s the 

whole thing: we can’t know. . . . I just take more of a humanistic approach to 

life now. . . . I’ve taken God out of it now and feel better about myself for doing 

things that way.    

* * *

 How did this happen? How did two boys raised in a Christian 
fundamentalist home—boys who had so strongly believed what 
they had been taught to believe—lose their faith and reject their 
religion? Why is it that Robert, who once believed in demons and 
angels, no longer subscribes to supernatural beliefs and has 
become irreligious? Why is it that Ed, who used to convert neigh-
borhood kids to Christianity and who regularly felt the peaceful 
presence of God, now embraces a decidedly agnostic view? 

 Robert and Ed’s journey away from religion is quite rare. Most 
people accept the religious beliefs that they were taught as chil-
dren, are sustained by those beliefs throughout their lives, and 
pass those beliefs on to their children and grandchildren. But, 
much to their mother’s anguish, Robert and Ed didn’t follow this 
typical trajectory. 

 For Robert, the journey to secularity took place over the course 
of many years. Th ere was no specifi c “faith-shattering moment,” 
no bearded, secular professor who challenged his religious beliefs 
with piercing acumen, no irreligious girlfriend who convinced 
him that it was all bullshit. He didn’t read a specifi c book that 
planted seeds of skeptical doubt. Although he did eventually go 
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on to read books critical of Christianity by such skeptics as 
Bertrand Russell and Richard Dawkins, he came to these works 
well after his withdrawal from faithful Christianity. His mother’s 
overbearing religious zealotry was probably one of the more pow-
erful forces that lead him to irreligion, yet while Robert rejected 
the religion of his mother, he never rejected her, and they have a 
good relationship to this day. I asked Robert directly if he thought 
that perhaps his rejection of Christianity could be explained as a 
sort of a rebellion against his exorcist mother.

   Yeah, I mean, I would—at some level—I grant part of it. But I think that other 

than the issues with my mother, I had rational, relational, social issues with 

religious teaching and doctrine in the church. Doctrine, I think, is the most 

important part. Because . . . it was really that I truly did not believe the things 

that I was supposed to believe.    

 Robert describes his letting go of religion as a life-long journey, 
and when he refl ects back on it now, he likens his secularity to 
homosexuality: he thinks that perhaps it was always there, deep 
inside him even as a child, and that although he tried his best to 
ignore it and repress it—and perhaps didn’t even always fully 
understand it—as a grown man he could no longer deny it. He 
gave Christianity his best shot. But in the end, it just wasn’t for 
him. One of his earliest memories of suppressed skepticism is 
when he fi rst spoke in tongues as a child:

   I remember there was a lot of pressure—I couldn’t have been more than four 

or fi ve, maybe six—to speak in tongues. Because I hadn’t started yet, or what-

ever. I remember just feeling this guilt and shame that I hadn’t done it and 

was I just kind of waiting for it to happen . . . ? Until we went to one of these 

conventions, and . . . I remember . . . I just picked it up on cue and started doing 

it. . . .    

 Are you believing it at this time? Or are you kind of just doing—I 
mean when you spoke in tongues, did you think that, yeah, the 
spirit took?
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   No—that’s the thing. It’s so weird to say it, but I remember even feeling 

guilty for kind of faking it. But, you know, it was like the Emperor’s New 

Clothes for me: everyone’s doing it and I felt like I had to do it, otherwise 

I would continue to stick out. I . . . felt this pressure—like I was failing. I wasn’t 

spiritual enough or whatever, so I just kind of went for it.    

 Looking back now, Robert compares his religiousness to a roller-
coaster, going up and down from faithful acceptance to skeptical 
inquiry.

   I mean, I think I’ve always been fairly inquisitive and so when I was told about 

the End Times—I mean, when I was seven, eight, nine years old, I remember 

asking very pointed and very critical questions sometimes of my parents. . . . I 

always asked these questions. I remember being fairly dissatisfi ed with most 

of the answers.    

 What were some of the questions?

   I read the Bible at a fairly early age . . . and had questions based on that. So 

reading the Old Testament . . . and, “What about this? It says there’s capital 

crimes for adultery and these things.” I remember being fairly struck with the 

barbarism and that sort of thing, and it just seemed so crazy. I remember my 

mom just really explained it to me as “It was the way things were back then.” It 

just didn’t seem to make sense. So all this stuff  was swimming around and I 

began to obsess over it, probably in junior high, and I remember having my 

fi rst very serious doubts and saying this whole package seems screwy.    

 When Robert would fi nd himself seriously doubting this or that 
religious teaching, the result would be guilt and shame. So he 
tried his best to stay faithful—to just keep on believing and to 
push the doubts away as best he could. But at age 15, he told his 
parents that he didn’t want to go to church anymore.

   Mainly, I said I just can’t take it. People are just, I don’t know, ridiculous. And 

the youth pastor really was a total chump. Actually, he ended up having an 

aff air with someone. . . . Except for one youth pastor, virtually all the religious 
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leaders that I grew up with got involved with some sort of scandal—sexual, 

money . . . they’re all charlatans.    

 Did you believe in God throughout high school? Or did you just 
kind of . . .

   I don’t know. I mean I think for reasons mainly of some deep-seated fear, 

I would say, “I believe in Jesus.” I would have probably said that. I don’t think 

I ever told anyone I was atheist or something. But pretty close. . . . I went back 

and forth, and I would kind of take a stab at trying to reinforce religious 

beliefs. . . . I was struggling with it and trying to make sense of it, but I pretty 

much left it in my high school years.    

 By his late teens, Robert’s mother was truly worried about her 
son’s spiritual fate.

   I remember my mother just crying and crying over my soul, basically, during 

this period.    

 Robert had his heart set on going to UC Berkeley, but, to appease 
his distressed mother, he agreed to at least check out a bible 
college and to meet with some of the administrators and profes-
sors there. He found them extremely nice and thoughtful. And he 
was impressed—they seemed scholarly, intellectual, engaging. 
He applied, was accepted, and although he was candid about 
some of his questions and doubts, the school simply placed him 
on “spiritual probation,” which meant that he had to meet with 
someone from the college once a month to discuss and work on 
his faith. 

 Were you an atheist at this point, just going through the 
motions of being a good Christian college student? Or did you 
still believe?

   I’d say, yeah, in the middle of the year I would say I believed. I even wrote 

some articles for this conservative Christian think tank. Th at’s what kind of 

broke me, because I did a couple—like on these doctrinal issues and one on 
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God’s omnipotence and the limits of that. I wrote some pieces on the problem 

of evil. I really got into that. Th en they asked me to write one on homosexu-

ality. Th ere was this kind of crisis around that because one of my really good 

friends was gay and that was always an issue I just avoided, and then they 

wanted me to do this—write this piece. I know I wrote some of it—that was 

the last piece that I did with them. I don’t think that I fi nished it.    

 Th ey wanted you to take a . . . ?

   Yeah, a biblical position against homosexuality.    

 Okay, and so you’re writing this . . .

   And I had this crisis of conscience. And I was like: I don’t believe this shit. 

I don’t think homosexuality is an abomination. . . . So I wrote part of it—but 

I didn’t fi nish it . . . and that ended it.    

 So do you know when you fi nally realized that you weren’t a 
Christian believer?

   Yeah, that next year.    

 What happened?

   Umm . . . I kind of just stewed over the things that I had kind of thought—I sort of 

saw through the Christian apologetic stuff , the rationalism stuff , and realized 

I really just wasn’t convinced by those arguments. I gave it a shot . . . and I guess I 

just didn’t believe it.    

 I also asked Ed how he accounts for his loss of faith. One infl uen-
tial factor was obviously his older brother, Robert. As Ed was 
going through his teenage years, he knew that Robert’s skepti-
cism was sharpening. Th ey often had conversations about incon-
sistencies within Christianity, certain things that just didn’t 
make rational, logical sense. Ed loved and respected Robert, and 
his big brother’s weakening faith had a defi nite impact on him. 



MO T H E R  WA S  A N EXORC I S T  ( 29 )

Th en Ed had a similar experience with one of his good friends, 
who was also a Christian but was starting to question his faith.

   Th ere was one very close friend in high school, probably freshman year. We 

were tossing around these ideas of—we started wrestling with these ideas—

diffi  cult things, you know. Like: where do angels come from? Are they good? 

If . . . God knows everything we’re going to do before we do it, then do we have 

any choice not to, you know? All that kind of stuff . . . . I’m asking questions 

that I never thought of and it’s getting harder and harder to get answers.    

 What were some of the questions?

   Like . . . evolution versus creation. Science says carbon dating and this and 

then—I always interpreted the Bible literally as a child, and now I’m looking 

into this. Is it just analogous to a creation story or is it literal? So all this 

stuff  . . . and I started realizing that all the stuff  I was getting taught . . . I 

started seeing through the things I was being taught and it wasn’t sitting 

right. . . . So I think, like, faith was falling away… .    

 When Ed went off  to college, one of his roommates had been 
raised in a home similar to his, with the same general religious 
outlook. Th e two of them spent many nights talking about what 
they had been taught to believe as children and about how they 
just didn’t buy it anymore. Th ey found other students like them—
young men and women who had been raised Christian but now 
thought it was all baloney. To “prove” their apostasy to them-
selves and to one another, they began publicly denying the Holy 
Spirit. In the New Testament, one fi nds the following declara-
tion: “Whoever blasphemes against the Holy Spirit will never be 
forgiven; he is guilty of an eternal sin” (Mark 3:29). Th is is fre-
quently interpreted by Christian fundamentalists to mean that 
while God can and will forgive any and every sin, the one thing 
that is unforgivable in the eyes of the Lord is the blaspheming of 
the Holy Spirit. Once you do that, you’re sunk. You’re going to 
hell, no matter what. So, in order to bolster their atheist mettle 
and to “prove” that they were no longer believers—that they 



( 30 ) Faith No More

were true “ex-tians” (ex-Christians)—Ed and his friends in college 
would engage in this atheist ritual.   3   

   Just denying the Holy Spirit, you know: “I deny it—and if that means I can’t 

go to heaven, then I want to seal it now so that it’s done.” Like a lot of anger 

came out.    

 So there was a period where you were kind of angry?

   Absolutely.    

 And what were you angry about?

   I feel like I was lied to. I feel like I was too young to be making decisions that 

I feel like were made for me. I was mad at my parents, really mad at my mom 

for keeping me from—who knows how diff erent I would be today or who 

knows what path I would have gone down? I was just pretty pissed. . . . I was 

like, “I’ve been taken,” you know? Just childhood—you know—like, I was 

home-schooled, which was big. I never went to school. I had no elementary 

experiences, no teachers that impacted my life until I was almost a teenager. 

Yeah, just being a kid, you know what I mean? And being carefree. Life was 

always pretty serious. God takes you very seriously and your actions. Th at’s a 

lot for a kid to bear, a lot of stress. I still bite my nails. . . . It was almost too 

much to bear, you know? Somehow I defi nitely feel victimized.    

 Do you plan on having kids some day?

   Absolutely. I just got engaged last week.    

 Oh, congratulations. . . . Is your wife religious?

   No, she grew up in Vermont—like—a tiny little town and we met in college. 

She had been to one Catholic mass in her freshman year of college and had 

never been to any other church service. She didn’t know who Noah was. She 

doesn’t know the creation story. I mean she’s heard roughly of Adam and Eve, 

but she wouldn’t have known the tree they ate from, she wouldn’t have known 
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what creature gave them the apple, if it was an apple. And I loved it, you know 

what I mean? I just like—it was so cool just that she didn’t even know.    

 So when you have your kids, and they come home from school 
one day and they say, “Do you believe there’s a God?” What would 
you say?

   I would say maybe, you know: “Not any God that’s been written about.” Th at’s 

what I’d say, you know. Sally and I have said that we won’t take the kids to 

church. If they wanted to go to church, we’d let them go with their friends. It’s 

not going to be this “religion is evil” kind of thing. . . . I think there’s a value to 

having a reverence for something bigger than yourself, you know: “Th ere’s 

something out there.” Sure, you know what I mean? It kind of helps you put 

things into perspective. “It’s not all about me.” You know what I mean? 

Whether I have to say it’s something bigger than me I’m not sure, but I think 

those are good values to have. But we won’t take them to church. If they think 

there’s a God and they want to start investigating that, I might even help 

them, you know. I’d say, “Th ese are people’s quests. People have thought this 

throughout humanity and the fact that you’re thinking this is only natural.”    

 Ed is now halfway through law school. He wants to go into the 
fi eld of criminal justice and defend the wrongly accused. Robert is 
currently a very popular and well-respected professor of philos-
ophy at a community college. He is married to a beautiful, bright 
woman who teaches French and they just bought a charming, 
wooden-fl oored house in a really nice neighborhood. Is everything 
perfect for Robert and Ed? I doubt it— everyone has problems. 
But from my limited perspective, they seem to be doing very 
well. 

* * *

 Th ere is something remarkable about people who were raised in 
extremely religious homes, who adopted and internalized the 
beliefs impressed upon them by their parents, only to shed those 
beliefs later in life. Th ere is something fascinating about people 
who can believe that there is a God—believe it with all their heart 
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and all their soul—and then, one day, no longer hold that core, 
central belief. For some, this transition from religiosity to secu-
larity might be viewed as a deep loss, the loss of the most impor-
tant, sustaining, affi  rming thing they have. Yet for some people, 
it simply can’t be helped. Secularity happens. For such people, 
their own personal rejection of religion is a loss that is dwarfed 
by what is gained, which is something positive, freeing, and 
rewarding. In the words of the French philosopher and believing-
Catholic-turned-atheist André Comte-Sponville:

  It felt like a liberation—everything suddenly seemed simpler, lighter, 

stronger and more open. It was as if I had left childhood behind me, with 

its fantasies and fears, its closeness and languorousness, and entered 

the real world at long last—the adult world, the world of action, the 

world of truth, unhampered by forgiveness or Providence. Such respon-

sibility! Such joy! Yes, I am convinced that my life has been better—

more lucid, freer and more intense—since I became an atheist.   4          
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Stopped Making Sense   

   David is 58 years old. He was born and raised in rural Ghana. 
Once a devout, faithful, and passionately active Jehovah’s 

Witness, he has left the faith. About two years ago, he emailed 
me, after reading one of my books. We exchanged a few mes-
sages back and forth, discussing religion, atheism, and other 
topics. He had a lot to say, and his emails conveyed a notable 
degree of vim. So when I told him that I was working on a new 
book about apostasy, he was more than willing to get together 
for an interview.

   Th en, of course, I got into Noah’s story. I broke it down where it’s not possible 

for an old man, 600-year-old man, and his wife and his children, who are 

probably 500 years old, to go and build a structure the size of the Colosseum 

just so God could bring all these animals in and save them from a fl ood. . . . Well, 

I was becoming very radical—very, very critical. And I decided . . . the Bible 

cannot be true. Noah’s ark? Eight people could not have built a structure that 

size and to get all these animals and bring them in . . . it’s not possible. You 

could not have a giraff e from East Africa go across East Africa to the North 

and go to Iraq and get into an ark . . . .  

  So what is faith? Faith is believing in something that you don’t know 

anything about and yet you believe it happened. Well . . . faith is like  idolatry. 



( 34 ) Faith No More

You’re just believing just because you want to believe. But if you’re going to 

believe something that is going to aff ect our lives, we should have evidence 

to support it. . . . So faith must be based on evidence, and if you can’t give me 

the evidence, I cannot believe in it. I’ll say, “Show me the  evidence and I’ll 

believe it.”    

 To some readers, David may seem cold or disgruntled. To others, 
perhaps he comes off  as rational and enlightened. Either way, 
what I wanted to capture here was the fact that, for David as well 
as for many other apostates, at some point in the recounting of 
the story of why someone rejected religion, he or she will empha-
size a personal loss of belief—a diffi  culty accepting that certain 
specifi cs of the religion that were once considered to be true. 
People will stress that an integral part of their apostasy is simply 
a matter of their coming to regard certain religious beliefs as 
false. For David, it was the story of Noah’s ark. He once believed 
it as a genuine, factual account of a signifi cant historical event. 
Now, he sees it as mythological nonsense. 

 Colleen is 21 years old and works as a receptionist in a law fi rm. 
Although she was immersed in religion for much of her life, today 
she considers herself an “atheist” or “agnostic,” depending on her 
mood. For Colleen, like David, key biblical stories became increas-
ingly hard to swallow:

   I went to my uncle and asked him, “Do we believe the story of Adam and Eve?” 

He said, “Why do you ask?” I remember thinking: well, if we all come from 

Adam and Eve, a man and a woman, they did it, they had kids . . . well, how 

did those kids have kids? So if the whole entire world is based off  of between 

one man and one woman, the only way that they could populate was by 

brothers and sisters having sex with each other, or with their mom and dad, 

so it would be incest. So I don’t see how an entire human race can be popu-

lated out of two people. We would be deformed. Th at doesn’t make sense. And 

he told me, “We believe everything that’s in the Bible.” I remember thinking: 

well, that just does not make sense because there’s no way that I’m a result of 

incestual relations like—but—that just doesn’t make sense. So I just kind of 

shook it off —like—“this is stupid.”    
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 For Max, it was the whole concept of “sin.” Max is 65 years old. 
He grew up in Colorado, and today he lives in Texas. He is a retired 
Army dentist. He was raised in a churchgoing, pray-at-mealtimes 
Lutheran family. He believed in the stories he was taught in 
Sunday school and at Bible camp, but by his early teens he was 
skeptical, and today he is an atheist.

   Th e point that I recall . . . was without any hesitation whatsoever . . . was the 

light bulb moment in my life. I remember in my early teens, I was say 13 or 

14, and I was in vacation Bible school in the summertime, probably in June. 

Th ere was this nice young lay teacher who was teaching us our lessons and 

kind of in the middle of one of these lessons she said, “By the way, you were 

born in sin.” I said, wait a minute. When I was born I couldn’t see, I couldn’t 

hear, I couldn’t think, I couldn’t talk, I couldn’t do anything but pee, poop, and 

suck on my mother’s breast and you’re telling me I was born in sin? We got a 

problem here. Th at was the end of my faith at that point. . . . Th is has got to be 

rational and logical and I can’t believe that someone would—I may have been 

to church sometimes after that with the family and subsequently at weddings 

and funerals—but I never believed after that.    

 Apostasy often occurs when certain key religious beliefs, tenets, 
teachings, stories, creeds, or articles of faith simply stop making 
sense. I’m tempted to call it “acquired incredulity syndrome.” For 
certain individuals, it was the recognition that the fi ndings of 
modern science—from astronomy to geology, from genetics to 
evolution, and from physics to archaeology—fl atly contradicted 
so many of the central claims of the Bible, that it rendered them 
manifestly unbelievable.   1    

 For other apostates, it isn’t so much that their religion stops 
making sense in the light of scientifi c discovery, but rather, that 
it stops making sense in the light of their own moral reasoning. 
Th e problem becomes the perceived immorality of God. In this 
vein of emergent incredulity, it isn’t that some religious claim or 
event in history doesn’t make scientifi c sense—such as Noah’s 
ark, the resurrection, or the Virgin Birth. Rather, it is God’s 
apparent lack of righteousness that is the problem. 
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 Recall Robert, son of the exorcist mother. His parents 
taught him that only people who believed as they did— 
nondenominational, Evangelical Christians who were “saved” 
and had a personal relationship with Jesus Christ—would go to 
heaven. Th e rest of humanity would go to hell—by God’s decree. 
For Robert, this was manifestly immoral:

   I couldn’t believe—and didn’t believe—that all of my friends were going to 

hell or that that could be reconciled with any notion of a good God. I remember 

being nine, ten years old—it just wrecked me. I just . . . said, “It doesn’t make 

sense, Mom.” Especially my Mormon friend . . . he was just a good person. 

Someone I really wanted to be like. I thought he was just morally—and all the 

above—just a fun guy. And his family was great. So I thought that just doesn’t 

make sense to me, like, I couldn’t come to terms with that being God’s master 

plan. Yeah, my neighbor two doors up who was a Jew. . . . It just didn’t seem to 

make sense.    

 Many apostates have a very diffi  cult time sustaining belief in a 
God that they at some point come to view as immoral. Th ey read 
passages in the Bible wherein God wantonly kills children, or 
commands his followers to commit genocide or systematic rape. 
Th ey read passages in the Qu’ran where God is murderous, blood-
thirsty, and downright wicked. Th ey read passages in the Book of 
Mormon where God is manifestly racist, or in Doctrines and 
Covenants, where God is shockingly sexist. Such scriptural 
knowledge is hard to reconcile with a deity they want to conceive 
of as being wholly good.   2    

 Ivan, age 33, is a former Methodist who now considers himself 
an atheist. As he explained,

   You know, you think about it and then you start to think about what are these 

records I have of God, and you think about the Old Testament and about how 

God pretty much asked for genocide on several occasions. . . . As you become a 

little more comfortable questioning these things that you were so confi dent 

about, you get to the “a-ha” moment. Like, alright, I got it. It’s not really what 

I’m supposed to believe.    
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 If it isn’t God’s actions that turn people off , it is simply the state 
of the world, which is rife with pain and injustice. Many people 
fi nd their belief in God hard to reconcile with the suff ering that 
permeates the world. Such was Rose’s experience. She is 54 years 
old, grew up in Georgia, and has worked as a doctor for many 
years. Th e suff ering that Rose has seen over the course of her 
medical career has defi nitely been detrimental to her belief in 
God:

   I work in a hospital. I see a lot of people die. Um [long pause, heavy sigh] . . . I 

think it sometimes makes me question—when I see somebody go through a 

painful death. What’s the point here? And I think if anything it would make 

me feel—um—that there is no Higher Being looking over us, trying to make 

things better. Because some people have really bad deaths.    

 Bagrat is a former Muslim of Persian descent. Although Bagrat 
always identifi ed as a Muslim while growing up—reading and 
studying the Qu’ran, praying fi ve times daily, and believing that 
Muhammad was God’s true messenger—today, as a law student 
at the University of Nebraska, he is a convinced atheist. At the 
root of his loss of faith was his inability to square his ideal of God 
with the reality of the gross suff ering in the world:

   Why did your grandma, who is 95 years old, deserve to live even though 

she has six diff erent ailments and doctors fi nally saved her again, but a 

60-year-old woman dies? She doesn’t deserve to live? A father of nine chil-

dren that are already on welfare, he passes away. Let’s say he was a good 

father and he would actually raise some good kids . . . why did he die? God’s 

okay with a poor Indian girl being born to be a prostitute in India and—

from the time that she’s two years old—she’s sold for her body until the 

time she dies? Who’s your God, then? Why didn’t he step in then? It’s ques-

tions like that that make me realize we’re here in one of two situations—

which is honestly frightening for me—if we’re in the fi rst. Th e fi rst: there 

is a God and he just really sucks. He’s a terrible God. He’s actually pretty 

lazy. He doesn’t like to be pro-active. . . . So that leads me to the second pos-

sibility: that maybe one just doesn’t exist . . . If I were gonna believe in a 
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God, I wanna believe that he’s a good God, and I want observations to 

refl ect that. But they don’t.    

 Bagrat is clearly not the only one to fi nd it diffi  cult to make sense 
of a God who seems indiff erent to human misery or is powerless 
to alleviate it. Many apostates say this was central to their 
rejection of theism. And such feelings of moral indignation have 
haunted the hearts and minds of humanity for centuries. Perhaps 
the fi rst person to articulate as much was the Greek philosopher 
Epicurus (341  bce –270  bce ), who stated the following more than 
2,000 years ago:

  Either God wants to get rid of evil, but he can’t; or God can, but he 

doesn’t want to; or God neither wants to nor can, or he both wants to 

and can. If God wants to, but can’t, then he’s not all-powerful. If he can, 

but doesn’t want to, he’s not all-loving. If he neither can nor wants to, 

he’s neither all-powerful nor all-loving. And if he wants to and can—

then why doesn’t he remove the evils?   3      

 A common belief in the United States, and one that gets voiced in 
the media on a regular basis, is that people who don’t believe in 
God are immoral. Th is may be one of the reasons that surveys 
report wide distrust and dislike of atheists. And yet, the notion 
that nonreligious people are immoral is simply untrue. Th roughout 
my conversations with apostates, it became clear that they main-
tained a heightened sense of ethics, expressing a passionate 
desire for moral order. Th ey desperately want a world character-
ized by fairness, justice, respect, compassion, and love. And they 
simply cannot stomach, let alone excuse, a God that does not 
seem to share their moral orientation. Why does God create or 
allow earthquakes and tsunamis that kill hundreds of thousands 
of people? Why does God send people who don’t worship him to 
hell? Why did God allow the Nazis, the Khmer Rouge, and the 
Hutus to slaughter millions of innocent people? For most peo-
ple—and certainly most religious people—the answer is that we 
simply can’t know. God’s ways are not our ways, and while they 
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are inscrutable to us now, they will be made known to us, in time. 
As the Christian philosopher William Lane Craig has argued, our 
comprehension of God is limited, so “actions that appear disas-
trous in the short term may redound to the greatest good” and 
moral evils we witness or experience here on earth “may be justi-
fi ed only in light of eternity.”   4    

 For a handful of people, many who become apostates, that line 
of thinking just doesn’t cut it. 

* * *

 To say that apostates often come to see previously accepted reli-
gious teachings as false, implausible, or nonsensical is important, 
because many  apostates consider it to be a central ingredient of 
their apostasy. But how does it happen, exactly? What causes 
men and women to reject beliefs they once defended, to abandon 
beliefs they once found comfort in, to question the previously 
unquestionable? 

 It is one thing to be secular if you’ve been raised secular. In 
such cases, an individual’s lack of faith or disinterest in religion 
can readily be accounted for as a result of his or her upbringing 
and childhood socialization. But what about people who were 
raised in religious homes and were socialized to be religious from 
an early age? What about people for whom—at least at some 
point in their lives—faith was deeply important, religious rituals 
had sacred meaning, and theological beliefs were existentially 
essential? How do such people shed those beliefs, exactly? What 
are some of the specifi c factors or personal experiences that 
trigger their acquired incredulity? What causes them to eventu-
ally come to the conclusion that their religion doesn’t make 
sense?     
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 Misfortune   

   David, the former Jehovah’s Witness from Ghana, whose 
skeptical musings about Noah’s ark led him to apostasy, sat 

in my backyard on a sunny Sunday. His face was animated as he 
conveyed his personal story; one minute he is joyful, and the 
next, quite serious. He appeared to relish the opportunity to 
explain his “escape” from religion, an escape he sees as perhaps 
the most profound, most pivotal development in his life. But it 
didn’t actually start with Noah’s ark. It started with some 
unfortunate events in his life. 

 Here’s how David tells the story:

   I ended up moving to Northern California. I got a job. And with my pay-

check—with what was left—I couldn’t pay my rent. My electricity was turned 

off  . . . the phone had been cut off . It was during this time—I came home, I just 

sat down and asked myself: Well, as a Jehovah’s Witness, I did everything 

I was supposed to do. Dedicated my life. Got baptized. I believe in Jehovah, 

Jesus, fi eld service. . . . I never missed fi eld service, my meetings—I never 

missed. I was always prepared when I have an assignment. I did so well. 

People always commended me on my delivery. If God is supposed to be 

rewarding us with everything we need—I need a wife—I prayed and this is 

what I got and this is where I am? I prayed and prayed and I asked the 
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question: why does—just like Jesus did when supposedly he was on the cross 

and in the torture state, said—why have you forsaken me? Why didn’t you 

hear my prayers? After I fi nished praying, I was in tears. I sat on the couch 

and said: maybe I’m asking the wrong question. Does God really answer 

prayers? Th at’s when it hit me: no, he doesn’t. Th ere is no God out there 

listening to every individual’s prayer.    

 Back in Ghana, David’s father had been a farmer and his mother 
was a seamstress. Th ey lived in a rural village about two hours 
outside of Accra. David’s parents were active leaders in their local 
religious community. He remembers spending many hours, 
weeks, months, and years—along with his parents and siblings—
going door to door, trying to win converts, as is the hallmark of 
the Jehovah’s Witness tradition. As he got older, his involvement 
with the Witnesses only grew deeper. He was a committed, true 
believer. He was also very bright and was often at the top of his 
class in high school. After graduating, he wanted to go to medical 
school and become a doctor. But the Witnesses said no. Th ey were 
certain that the world was coming to an apocalyptic end in 1975, 
so why go to medical school? Having complete faith in their pre-
diction of the world’s imminent demise, David didn’t go—this 
was a fateful decision he would regret all his life. He eventually 
moved to the United States and began studying computers, bid-
ing his time until the world came to an end. In America, he imme-
diately became immersed in his religious community, attending 
meetings, going to church (or what Witnesses call a “Kingdom 
Hall”) regularly, and witnessing door to door. But he was lonely. 
He wanted a wife.

   One of the things about Jehovah’s Witnesses is you cannot marry outside of 

the organization. You have to marry only in the Lord and only in the Lord is a 

Jehovah’s Witness. . . . So I was having diffi  culty marrying, fi nding somebody. 

Eventually, I met this lady in Phoenix and for a Jehovah’s Witness, when you 

hear the words “Jehovah, Jesus”—it’s like music to your ears. Th at’s all 

I heard from this lady. And I married her. I had asked the elders before I mar-

ried her, “What do you think about this sister?” “Oh, she’s a beautiful sister, 
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she loves Jehovah and she’s always out to service.” Okay, sounds good to me. 

I married her and found out she did not believe—well, she still believes it as 

the organization, but morally she didn’t believe she had to live a moral life. 

Basically, she cheated on me for nine years of the marriage. She never left her 

ex-boyfriend. Eventually she ended up having two kids while we’re married 

by another man. I was out of the country, in Saudi Arabia, working. I went to 

Saudi Arabia to make money so we can get back on our feet. I came back and 

she had two children. Of course, within the nine years of the adultery and all 

that, it was a miserable life for me. So when I came back, she decided to fi le for 

divorce . . . and I was hit with very heavy child support, alimony—$3,400 a 

month after taxes.    

 David had done everything right, since the time he was a small 
child. He had studied his Bible diligently, prayed fervently, fol-
lowed the principles of his religious denomination obediently, 
attended meetings and worship services happily, didn’t go to 
medical school because the elders told him not to, married a 
women his elders recommended, and so on. His heart was—and 
had always been—deeply committed to Jehovah. He was a true 
servant of the Lord. And what did he get for all this? A cheating 
wife who went on to divorce him, a foundering professional life, 
and barely enough money to pay for his phone bill and electric 
bill and train fare to a job he couldn’t have been less enthusiastic 
about. 

 It was approximately a year or so after his divorce that he found 
himself in that small apartment, asking himself and his God, why 
if he had done everything right, why was his life such a mess? If 
a devout life is to be a blessed life, was his life so miserable? Surely, 
countless men and women have been in David’s shoes. Th ere 
probably hasn’t ever been a religious person alive who hasn’t, at 
one time or another, wondered why things aren’t going well 
despite their faithful commitment to their Lord. And that’s cer-
tainly the reason that the Book of Job is such a perennial favorite; 
whoever wrote that story some 2,500 years ago clearly under-
stood situations like David’s and was familiar with the piercing 
doubt and skeptical questions that diffi  cult situations are apt to 
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generate. But most religious people don’t let their unfortunate 
life circumstances erode their faith. Th ey are able to come up with 
an explanation to make sense of their situation and thereby 
maintain their religious beliefs. But this was not the case for 
David. For him, everything started to unravel:

   Th at’s when I started researching. . . . Th is Bible story—what is it about? And 

then I went to Adam and Eve. . . . Alright, if you are God you are all-seeing and 

you know everything, and you created Adam. You know his thought processes, 

what is going to happen. You do all that and you plant him in a garden where 

he was happy with his wife and he was going about. But from the heavens 

where you are, you see Satan headed towards them. And if you’re God and you 

know everything, you knew exactly what he was going to do—to deceive them 

and turn them against you, and you know the consequence of what will hap-

pen from this disobedience. You allowed him to come and deceive them and 

then you punish them with death and pain and every horrible thing, diseases, 

and the woman will go through childbirth in pain? You allow the devil to come 

through? He allowed it to happen and then to blame man for being disobe-

dient, even though this powerful creature came down and deceived them? 

Now you come up with a cockamamie scheme that you’re going to send your 

son from heaven to come all the way down to die for their sins so they can be 

saved? Th is is a fairy tale. Th is whole Bible story is just a myth and people 

have to come to grips with that.    

 David’s rejection of his religion clearly began with skeptical ques-
tions that arose in the wake of unfortunate events in his life—his 
wife’s infi delity, their subsequent divorce, his struggle to make 
ends meet. He had been faithful all his life, and he had believed 
that this faithfulness would bear fruit. Instead, he felt forsaken. 
God wasn’t holding up his end of the bargain. Th at’s when the 
skeptical questions truly took hold, leading David to think more 
critically about the faith that he had subscribed to all his life, to 
examine it with new eyes. His conclusion was that the beliefs 
that he had held for so long simply didn’t make sense anymore. 
Th e Bible was transformed in David’s eyes from the most impor-
tant of all divine revelations into a fairy tale. Because David’s life 
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had become marked by misfortune, he then wondered whether 
God even existed at all. 

 Barry had a similar story. He is 53 years old, lives in Northern 
California, and works as a psychologist. For most of his life, Barry 
was a dutiful, believing Catholic. He went through all the rituals 
and prescribed rites of passage of Catholicism; he believed what 
he was taught about Jesus, Mary, heaven, hell, and the Bible. And 
he defi nitely believed in God, to whom he prayed regularly. Today, 
however, he is an atheist. When I asked him what caused him to 
reject his religion, he spoke directly about his loss of belief in 
God. But this loss of belief didn’t occur out of the blue. It took 
place during a rather traumatic period of his life. 

 Barry and his wife met when they were in college. Th ey were 
both life-long devout Catholics, and they endeavored to do things 
“right,” that is, they abstained from sexual intercourse until they 
were duly wed. Th ey lived as a good, faithful Catholic couple for 
several years, but then things started to fall apart, for a variety of 
reasons. It was during this marital collapse that Barry found him-
self, at age 40, questioning his religion:

   Th at was when I started thinking about it, really. . . . Almost immediately when 

I started to consider that, it just made sense that there was not a God. Th ere’s 

so much trouble in the world, there’s so much that . . . I mean, I’m a scientist. 

I’ve got my degree in biology, I’ve got my master’s degrees in information sys-

tems and in psychology, so the basis for my understanding of things is reason. 

I just . . . it wasn’t reasonable to think that an omniscient, omnipotent power 

would create such a fl awed universe. . . . After we broke up, one of the things I 

refl ected on was that we did all that “right” and ended up getting divorced . . . the 

ultimate in failure in terms of a Catholic relationship. Of course, the church 

doesn’t even see that, doesn’t even recognize that. . . . When I looked at that—

how could there be a God that says that if you do this all right, then every-

thing’s going to be okay? We do all the right things and it’s still broken. Th at 

was like the pivotal moment . . . and it was like . . . and I like to use the biblical 

expression, it was like the scales fell from my eyes. It was like everything made 

so much sense when I stopped believing in God. Yeah, once I had turned the 

corner, it was a moment of clarity.    
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 Like David, Barry had done everything a faithful believer ought to 
do. And he had believed in all that he was supposed to believe in. 
And yet the marriage he entered into—under the proper religious 
auspices—had failed. What God had presumably joined together 
had been sadly torn asunder. It was his failed marriage that essen-
tially provided the spark for his skeptical questions and doubts 
about God’s existence. He ended up concluding that belief in God 
was unwarranted and illogical. It just didn’t resonate any longer.  

    THE FAILURE OF PRAYER   

 On some level, prayer just sort of makes sense. It feels natural, 
instinctive. When we desperately want something to happen, we 
wish for it. When we feel scared or threatened, we automatically 
fi nd ourselves strongly hoping for safety or deliverance. For many 
people, that’s what prayer is essentially all about: beseeching God 
to protect us or provide us with what we need or want. As Jesus 
promised in Mathew 21:22, “And all things, whatsoever ye shall 
ask in prayer, believing, ye shall receive.” Given all of this, one can 
understand why prayer is so ubiquitous. According to recent 
Gallup surveys, 29% of American adults say they “always” pray, 
another 22% say they pray “frequently,” and an additional 34% 
say they pray “occasionally,” which means that about 9 out of 
every 10 American adults pray, at least some of the time. And 
according to a recent study by the Pew Forum on Religion and 
Public Life, 58% of American adults claim to pray daily, with an 
additional 17% claiming to pray at least once a week. Th at’s a lot 
of prayer.   1    

 But what happens when prayers aren’t answered? Most reli-
gious people have a slew of relatively successful ways of dealing 
with this inevitability. For example, they’ll tell themselves that 
God has other, better plans for them. Or they’ll say that they 
must not be praying hard enough or that their faith must not be 
pure enough. Or they’ll convince themselves that God actually 
has answered their prayers, just not in a way that is obvious to 
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them yet. But for some people—an interesting minority—these 
excuses become just that: excuses. Th ey had faith, they prayed to 
God, their prayers weren’t answered, and apostasy is the result. 

 Penny is 29 years old. She grew up in a small town near 
Pasadena, California, the daughter of working-class parents—
her mom was a dental assistant and her dad worked for the 
electric company. She attended a Foursquare Gospel church with 
her family every Sunday morning and every Wednesday night, 
she went to a private Christian school for her elementary years, 
she spoke in tongues as a teenager, and she was a very strong 
believer for most of her life:

   Everything that I had been taught was what I believed. I didn’t really have 

much exposure to anything else, so, you know, I believed the Genesis creation story—

I believed that it was literal. I believed that basically that any sort of problem 

I had in life I needed to pray about or read the Bible. . . . I defi nitely—I believed 

that Jesus was in my heart and I prayed the prayer to become saved. . . . I 

believed that when I died I was going to go to heaven.    

 Th e fi rst crack in Penny’s Christian faith appeared when she was 
only nine years old. It was a traumatic break, and it never healed. 
It festered, grew, and eventually joined up with other, subsequent 
cracks until her faith was completely broken. Th at very fi rst crack 
involved her cat, Th eo:

   I remembered when I was probably eight or nine . . . my cat ran away. I prayed so 

diligently that God would return my cat—that Th eo would come home. I looked 

through my Bible and I found this verse about if you have as much faith the size 

of a mustard seed, you can move mountains. I highlighted it and I prayed over it 

and I just believed that even if she had died that God would bring her back 

because God can do anything, right? And the cat never came back, and I got 

increasingly upset about it and would cry and cry and cry. I’m getting emotional 

right now talking about it. . . . I was so just . . . I guess disappointed. . . . I’m going to 

cry, but [has to take a moment to regain composure]. . . . Because I was so sure 

that God would answer my prayers and he didn’t . . . I remember thinking that 

even if Th eo’s dead, God can raise Th eo from the dead because, you know, Jesus 
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raised Lazarus so there’s a precedent there and my cat will come back. . . . I had 

counted on God and I had believed in him and in his word and I had faith and 

none of it worked.    

 Today, Penny would classify herself as irreligious or secular. She 
wouldn’t call herself an atheist, because she sees that designation 
as a little too strong. But when it comes to the Christian religion 
that she once so strongly believed in, she says, “I don’t believe 
any of it any more and I don’t really see the point of it.” 

 Carol is 21 years old. Like Penny, something happened to her 
when she was young and her prayers also went unanswered. Carol 
grew up in a suburb of San Francisco. He mother was a book-
keeper, and her alcoholic father wasn’t around much. She regu-
larly attended a Baptist church, was involved in their youth group, 
and even went on several missionary trips to Mexico when she 
was a teenager. As for her beliefs:

   I believed it. I really believed that Jesus had come to earth and had died on the 

cross for our sins so that I could go to heaven after I died. I believed that. . . . I 

believed in the power of prayer, so I prayed every night.    

 However, when Carol was 11, she developed severe acne. It was, 
for her, a devastating blight. And so, just as she had always been 
taught to do, she turned to God.

   I prayed one of the same prayers every single night: for God to take away my 

acne. I had bad acne as a child. It tortured me. I thought that God had 

“blanked” me. Th at was one of the reasons why—well, there were a lot of 

other factors—but one of the reasons why I stopped believing.    

 At age 11, Carol wasn’t able to reject God outright. Instead, she 
interpreted or rationalized God’s unwillingness to clear up her 
acne as some sort of divine punishment: perhaps she was too 
pretty or too vain, and God wanted to make her less pretty in 
order to teach her the value of humility. Like Penny, Carol 
didn’t abandon her Christianity until a decade or so after 
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this bout of failed prayer. But the seeds of skepticism and 
 disappointment were planted with that experience, seeds that 
would eventually blossom into a full rejection of religion. 
Today, Carol is a convinced nonbeliever. She doesn’t like to 
label herself as an atheist per se, because, like Penny, she fi nds 
that word too harsh, too negative. But she is one in orientation 
if not in self-designation.  

    DEATH OF A LOVED ONE   

 It is fascinating how bad or painful events can cause some people 
to feel closer to God and more committed to their religion, while 
other people react by rejecting God and religion. Several years 
ago, a close friend of mine lost his younger brother. My friend’s 
brother was 19 years old, and he was a volunteer in the Spanish 
army. One night, while in his barracks, his sergeant got drunk 
and belligerent and pulled out his gun and shot my friend’s 
brother in the heart. Just like that. A devastating murder. But I 
recall how, in the days and weeks after the murder, my friend’s 
mother was able to fi nd comfort in her religious faith. She was 
certain that her murdered son was up in heaven with God and 
that she would be with him again some day, for all of eternity. 
She did not question why God would allow her youngest child to 
be senselessly murdered. She knew that God was supreme and 
benevolent, and she trusted in him completely, even in the face 
of such a tragedy. About a year after this happened, I was teaching 
a night class at a community college. One of my students, a young 
woman, told me that her 18-year-old brother had recently been 
killed by a drunk driver. At the time of the accident, he was 
engaged and was about to start college. Th e student told me that 
this tragedy had shattered her faith in God. She could fi nd no 
rhyme or reason in the senseless loss of her beloved brother, and 
although she had believed in God all her life, when her brother 
was killed she lost that belief—suddenly sure that no God could 
exist given such a tragedy. Religion, she decided, was “bullshit.” 
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Life is fraught with joys and perils, and sometimes random peo-
ple get drunk and drive home without hitting anyone or anything, 
but sometimes they plow into a young man and kill him. It just 
might be your younger brother. Th is student said to me that she 
was sure that there is no God, there was only life—a mix of luck 
and good fortune on the one hand; sadness, poor choices, and 
devastating accidents on the other. 

 Such tragedies seem to produce an intriguing bifurcation. For 
most humans, the death of a loved one does little to erode their 
faith in God or love of their religion, and it can even make it 
stronger. But for others, it leads them on the straight and sparsely 
populated road to apostasy. 

 Beatrice grew up in Quebec but now lives in Seattle. She is 39, 
married, has three kids, and works as a sales account manager. 
She was raised Catholic, and she regularly attended church year 
after year. She believed in God, prayed regularly, and was con-
fi rmed as a teenager. Although she was married in the Catholic 
Church, this was done solely to please her father—for by the time 
of her marriage, she was already estranged from her religion. 
Today, she identifi es as an atheist. Th e fi rst chink in her religious 
armor was the death of her mother:

   When I was about 13 or 14, my mom was diagnosed with breast cancer. . . . She 

had a mastectomy and they sort of thought that she was in remission. Th en a 

couple of years later they found out that she actually wasn’t in remission—it 

had spread further and her prognosis was not good. Th en, you know, within a 

year of that she passed away. So, I was 16 and my brother and sister, like, 14 

and 13. I remember being very confused and very angry with God and not 

understanding how this could happen and how could . . . you know, I talked to 

him like, “What did I do wrong?” Why would God take her away from us . . . you 

know, all of that kind of stuff . You could think “God, God, God” and that all of 

this is part of his plan, but then you sort of like—why this painful kind of 

thing? I would say that’s when my faith started to kind of . . . I started to 

question my faith. . . . You know, like that was the fi rst time when I was really 

angry. But I guess I wasn’t questioning his existence at that point, I was just 

sort of questioning, you know, why would he make this happen to me when I’d 
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been so good? . . . Th e day that she passed away, of course, our priest . . . he 

came to talk to us and I remember specifi cally not buying in to what he was 

saying of, like, trying to answer our questions of why she died. He said 

something like, “Well, she was in pain and now she’s no longer in pain and 

she’s in a better place” and this and that. I sort of just remember going, “Ahh, 

I don’t quite buy this. . . .”    

 Haneefa, age 26, is from Afghanistan, although she has lived in 
numerous countries—Austria, Kenya, Guam, and others—
because her father worked for an international company for many 
years. Today she lives in Southern California, and is working 
toward a PhD in history. Haneefa was a Muslim for most of her 
life, but she no longer identifi es as such. “I’m defi nitely an athe-
ist,” she explained, and she does not even consider herself Muslim 
in a cultural or ethnic sense. Th ere were many sources of her 
apostasy, such as her fi ve-year relationship with a nonbelieving, 
nonreligious boyfriend, the fact that her father was never all that 
devout or committed, and her experiences living in so many 
countries outside of Afghanistan, where she made friends with 
kids and families from all walks of life and all kinds of back-
grounds. But the crucial, decisive moment when she knew she no 
longer believed was in the immediate wake of her mother’s unex-
pected death:

   My mom actually passed away very suddenly from pneumonia when I was 

20. . . . Right after she passed away I did a lot of prayers because everybody 

has that—you know, the 40-day mourning. So I thought I should pray. 

I should pray because everybody’s telling me to pray. . . . I did it for maybe a 

week, and then I kind of just prayed at night—just hoping that she’s safe in 

heaven. Th en all of a sudden—I don’t know why—but I was just, like, I don’t 

feel anything. I don’t feel that she went anywhere. I thought that my prayers 

were useless—I’m just wasting my time. And I remember that all my ques-

tions about heaven and afterlife and everything when I was younger just were 

unanswered. At that moment—maybe over the span of three months—I all 

of a sudden let go of religion. . . . Because I just didn’t feel anything, you know. 

I didn’t believe that she went anywhere else. I think the belief in an afterlife is 
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central to religion, and that part—I just didn’t feel it and I didn’t believe in it. 

So I let go of religion.    

 Josh was raised in a conservative Jewish household. His parents 
kept kosher, following the rabbinic dietary restrictions of obser-
vant Jews. Th ey observed the Jewish holidays—especially the 
weekly Sabbath—and Josh attended a private Jewish school in 
which prayers to God and a study of the Jewish sacred texts were 
enmeshed with the otherwise secular curriculum. Today, although 
he maintains a sort of open spirituality, Josh no longer believes 
in the particulars of Judaism. He no longer believes that there is 
a God, he certainly does not believe in the power of prayer, and 
although he recognizes that he is Jewish in terms of his heritage 
and background, he doesn’t consider himself religious anymore. 
And the main source of his apostasy was the ineffi  cacy of prayer 
in the face of his mother’s untimely death:

   She died when I was nine. And I would say that’s probably a big part of my 

divergence from Judaism. . . . She had brain cancer . . . you know, as a little kid 

my dad would tell me all the time, you know, “Pray for her—like—pray and 

she’ll be OK.” And, you know I would try to . . . I would say the prayers, 

thinking about her, and I would occasionally just look at God and be like, 

“God, like, give us something to work with here, like, do something.” And . . . he 

didn’t do anything. So it was just kind of like: what does praying mean? Like, 

what does God mean? I think that was probably the biggest catalyst that 

really just, like, showed me at an early age that like I was kinda just taking 

this whole idea of God for granted and that, like—it’s like—is he really out 

there? Is there really someone there?    

 Personal tragedy has been a problem for religious believers ever 
since the fi rst fl ames from the fi rst holy bonfi re accidentally 
caught the fi rst shaman’s hut on fi re, burning his children within. 
When such things happen, the best a religious believer can cling 
to is the thought that “it’s all in God’s hands” or it’s all “God’s 
will.” Such sentiments are embedded within the notion that, even 
in the face of inexplicable tragedy, there remains a deeper divine 
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meaning or purpose, however hard to fathom. But for a minority 
of believers, such sentiments just don’t work in the face of the 
acute pain of personal loss. 

 When one’s marriage falls apart, or when prayer fails to work, 
or when one experiences the tragic death of a loved one—all of 
these can lead to a loss of belief. Faithful, religious adherents who 
fi nd themselves confronted with painful or debilitating situa-
tions in life that seem at odds with—or contrary to—what they 
would expect can lose their belief in God. Such apostasy is often 
predicated upon a feeling of being forsaken, and seriously so. 
When one’s life is wracked with troubles, it is possible to surmise: 
“If I am doing everything right in God’s eyes and have committed 
my heart to him, then my personal life should be working out 
better, as one is taught to expect. And since it isn’t, then maybe 
there isn’t a God after all.” If one’s earnest prayers aren’t answered, 
it might lead one to think: “If there is a God who answers prayers, 
as one is taught, then he would answer my prayer, and since he 
doesn’t, I don’t believe in him anymore.” And fi nally, when one 
experiences the premature death of a loved one, he or she is apt 
to conclude: “If there is a loving, all-powerful God, as one is 
taught, then he wouldn’t let young, good people die prematurely 
from random diseases, and since this occurs, I don’t believe 
anymore.” 

* * *

 Stories like these are ripe for analysis. 
 First, there is the very real possibility that—had certain things 

not happened in these people’s lives—they may not have lost 
their faith. Sure,  religion eventually stopped making sense for 
these people, but only in response to, or in the wake of, certain 
events. Today, David can wax on about how illogical this or that 
biblical story is. And yet these biblical stories didn’t strike him as 
illogical or problematic for many, many years. Today he can 
debunk the story of Noah’s ark as being so implausible as to be 
nothing more than a fairy tale, and yet he believed in this “fairy 
tale” for more than half his life. Something happened to change 
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his perspective. Something happened to tighten the screws and 
change the wiring of his internal credulity meter. What happened 
was this: his life didn’t work out so well. His wife cheated on him, 
then divorced him, and he found himself stuck in a series of 
dead-end jobs, with little money to pay for even basic utilities. 
Th us, it wasn’t really the manifest absurdity of the story of Noah’s 
ark that caused him to view Christian beliefs with a skeptical eye. 
Rather, it was misfortune. Th is leads us to wonder what David’s 
religious identity might be today if things had actually worked 
out diff erently for him. What if the wife he had initially found 
had been committed, sweet, and faithful? What if their life 
together had been loving and warm? What if his career had been 
more lucrative and satisfying? Maybe he would have seen all of 
this as evidence of Jehovah’s blessings. Perhaps he would have 
seen his success as a testament to the true religious vision of the 
Jehovah’s Witnesses. And what about Barry? Maybe if his 
marriage had been a success, he might never have questioned his 
belief in and obedience to God, or his dutiful Catholicism. What 
if Beatrice’s mother hadn’t died of cancer? What if Penny’s cat 
had actually come home, safe and sound? For each story shared 
by the men and women in this chapter, we are left wondering if 
they would have still rejected their faith if certain key elements 
in their lives had been diff erent. Perhaps they would have, but 
perhaps not. 

 A second noteworthy aspect of these stories is the underlying 
theme of God not being wholly decent, not being wholly 
upstanding, not being an ethically responsive deity. Th ere is, 
indeed, an underlying element of betrayal in these stories, of 
people feeling let down by the Lord—forsaken. For David and 
Barry, their diffi  culties led them to see God as not holding up his 
end of things. Th ey had been humble servants, believing and 
worshipping as children of God, and yet God didn’t look after 
them as a loving, powerful parent ought to. He didn’t make sure 
that things in their lives were okay. It seemed to be quite the 
opposite. For Penny and Carol, their prayers went unheeded. 
God didn’t respond. Why not? Weren’t they his good, dutiful  
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followers? Wasn’t he a God who answered earnest prayers? 
Apparently not. For Beatrice, Haneefa, and Josh, the death of 
their mothers caused a serious crisis in their understanding of 
God; he was either too callous or too impotent to save their 
mothers. Either way, this was not the sort of God they had ini-
tially been raised to believe in. 

 For all of these men and women, at some point God came to be 
seen as unfair, unjust. His failure to make sure that things worked 
out, to answer earnest prayers, to keep young mothers alive—
these all suggest a God that is either unloving, ineff ective, or 
both. Such sentiments were deeply disappointing to these indi-
viduals. Th ey led to a sense of betrayal or even heartbreak. 

 However, despite the fact that many individuals whom I inter-
viewed cited instances of personal misfortune as a catalyst for 
their eventual rejection of religion, it is essential to recognize 
that widespread misfortune defi nitely does not cause seculariza-
tion at the macro, societal level. In fact, it is exactly within those 
countries rife with misfortune, disease, poverty, and death that 
religion is the strongest. Th e most convincing research along 
these lines—concerning why some societies are highly religious 
and others are relatively secular—comes from the political scien-
tists Pippa Norris and Ronald Inglehart. In their book  Sacred and 
Secular , they have convincingly shown that widespread vulnera-
bility to misfortune is key. When the bulk of people in a given 
society experience high levels of insecurity, hunger, homeless-
ness, disease, disorder, unemployment, crime, vulnerability to 
natural disasters, and so on—such societies tend to be very reli-
gious. Conversely, when the bulk of people in a given society 
experience relatively secure and stable lives wherein their material 
and communal needs are well met and life is characterized by 
peace, prosperity, and general well-being—such societies tend to 
be among the most secular on earth. 

 Th us, we are faced with somewhat of a potential paradox. On 
the micro, individual level, personal misfortune can serve as a 
direct cause of apostasy. Yet on the macro, societal level, an abun-
dance of misfortune seems to strengthen religiosity, not weaken 
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it. Th ere are two ways to reconcile this paradox. Th e fi rst is to 
understand that the reasons for apostasy articulated by individ-
uals in the recounting of their own personal narratives are going 
to be quite diff erent from statistical averages, demographic 
trends, or sociological rates of well-being/misfortune and secu-
larity/religiosity in large national populations. It may very well 
be the case that when misfortune and insecurity are widespread, 
pervasive, and deeply entrenched in a given society, the overall 
result is increased religiosity, while perhaps for individuals living 
in relatively secure and stable societies, personal misfortune can 
suddenly become a catalyst for apostasy. But another, perhaps 
less complicated way to reconcile the apparent paradox is to 
simply remember that most people who experience personal mis-
fortune do not go on to reject religion. After all, if personal 
 misfortune—in and of itself—caused apostasy, religion would 
have died out long ago. Th e reality is that most deeply religious 
men and women who are committed to the Lord, at some point, 
face tough life circumstances—such as a failed marriage or fi nan-
cial diffi  culties. Most experience the failure of prayer. Many expe-
rience the untimely death of a loved one. And for most religious 
men and women, these unfortunate phenomena do not shatter 
their faith. Th ey don’t even shake it. But for some rare men and 
women, they do both.     
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 To Be Mormon, or Not to Be   

   Cecilia and Andrew were both strong, devout Mormons for 
most of their lives. But not anymore. 

 I’d never met Cecilia before our interview. My father happened 
to be talking to an old friend of his about my research, and this 
friend mentioned that a neighbor of his used to be a Mormon. He 
said he thought that her rejection of Mormonism might have had 
something to do with the Mormon Church’s active support of 
Proposition 8—the ballot initiative of 2008 that sought to make 
gay marriage illegal in the state of California. With my Dad’s 
friend’s help, I contacted Cecilia, and she agreed to do the inter-
view, so long as confi dentiality was absolutely guaranteed. She 
was quite worried that family members, friends, and other 
Mormons in her community might be able to identify her if they 
read this book—something she really, really didn’t want to hap-
pen. I promised her that I would do my best to conceal her iden-
tity. I drove out to San Bernardino—a city of 200,000—and did 
the interview one weekday morning while her three sons were at 
school and her husband was at work. 

 Cecilia is 39 years old and looks positively Scandinavian. Th ings 
started a bit awkwardly when she asked me if she could get me 
anything and I said a cup of hot tea would be nice—forgetting 
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that hot tea is not something Mormons typically drink, in 
 accordance with one of the Mormon holy books,  Doctrines and 
Covenants . Even though Cecilia has left the church, Mormon 
culture retains a hold on her. Hence, she didn’t have any tea to 
off er me that morning. A glass of water suffi  ced. 

 Cecilia began by laying out her impressive Mormon 
credentials:

   Both my parents were raised in the church. I’m actually all the way back to 

Joseph Smith and Nauvoo time. So I’m probably sixth-generation LDS [Latter-

Day Saints]. . . . My grandfather was a bishop when I was a little girl. My grand-

mother has been primary president, in charge of all the children in the 

ward. . . . So I grew up really active in the church, going to church every 

Sunday. . . . I was a good girl and did everything I was ever supposed to do and 

never got in trouble in school and made good grades.    

 For the vast majority of her life, Cecilia was immersed in the 
Mormon religion and thoroughly committed to its ways. In 
addition to regularly attending church and Sunday school, 
throughout her teenage years she attended “seminary” classes, 
which provide theologically based instruction to LDS teenagers 
every morning before school. She was very active in whatever 
youth conferences, clubs, and activities were available at what-
ever age she happened to be. And she always studied the Book of 
Mormon, diligently. When she got to college, she dutifully 
enrolled in weekly “institute classes,” for college-aged Mormons. 
While she was growing up, both her mother and father took on 
leadership roles within their local congregation—although Cecilia 
confessed that there was a brief time when her mother withdrew 
from the church for a few years when she was younger, for rea-
sons she didn’t care to go into. But aside from that brief blip, 
Cecilia and her family were enmeshed in the Mormon community 
to a degree that non-Mormons might fi nd surprising. As Cecilia 
describes it, the Mormon community exists as a nearly separate 
world within the United States. It is a durable bubble of a subcul-
ture, where every week is laced with religious activities, special 
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events, classes, outings, meetings, prayer, and worship. To walk 
away from this world is no easy task. Few Mormons ever do. But 
Cecilia is one of those few. She hasn’t been to church now for 
about two years—which is quite something, given that she had 
gone to church several times a week, every week of her life, before 
then.

   I would say for the fi rst time in my whole life, I’m an outsider looking in. I’ve 

never . . . even when I’ve had moments of “ugh”—I’ve always been an insider. 

Mormonism is one of those things—you’ll never not be LDS. It’s shaped every 

memory of your childhood. It’s so pervasive in your everyday life that you’re 

never not going to be LDS. It’s like a race almost; this is my ancestry. So for 

that reason I will always have that in me, that culture . . . that’s always going 

to be there. If people ask me now, I say that I was “raised LDS.” . . . But I don’t 

know what else to say. . . . I just don’t want to have somebody assume things 

about me, especially with the whole last election. I don’t want that assump-

tion on my head. So I’m trying to separate.    

 I wondered about Cecilia’s opinion of Joseph Smith, the founding 
visionary of the Mormon religion. I was curious: didn’t she believe 
that he was a prophet of God who had been visited by the Lord, 
as well as Jesus and  various angels, and who had—with the help 
of “seer-stones”—translated ancient golden plates upon which 
were to be found the holy scriptures that compose the Book of 
Mormon? As it turned out, these miraculous events at the heart 
of the Mormon faith were not that signifi cant to Cecilia. Sure, 
she had claimed to believe them for nearly all her life, and when 
she went in for offi  cial interviews with high-ranking members of 
the church now and then—they would quiz her on whether she 
believed various claims of the church—she always said yes. But 
did she really, really believe it?

   Whether I consciously thought that he [Joseph Smith] translated the plates, 

I don’t know. However, throughout my life as I’ve gone in for interviews and 

they’ve asked me those questions—I have answered yes. But I never had any 

sort of witnessing affi  rmation that that had taken place. It was just like, 
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“I can believe it.” I never felt like I was lying either. I’ve actually heard people 

say, “Fake it until you make it.” Now I think, oh my God, why didn’t that send 

up fl ares in my brain? You mean, indoctrinate yourself? Brainwash yourself, 

basically? But it was put in a way that if you exercise faith fi rst, then the wit-

ness will come next. Th at’s all I was doing.    

 Th e more I spoke with Cecilia, the more clearly I understood that, 
for her, the specifi c details, the central creeds, the holy tenets of 
the Mormon religion—including Joseph Smith’s supposed 
visions and miraculous deeds—were not pressing matters of con-
cern, contemplation, or debate. Did she believe that God lives on 
a planet called Kolob, as Joseph Smith revealed? Did she believe 
that there are three levels of heaven (or “degrees of glory”): the 
celestial, terrestrial, and telestial? Did she believe that Jesus once 
visited North America and that the Garden of Eden was actually 
in western Missouri? Perhaps. Perhaps not. Th e many tenets of 
the Mormon religion just weren’t all that important to her—
never had been, really. Th ey were just part of her broader reli-
gious life, culture, and heritage. And when I specifi cally asked her 
about such teachings and beliefs, I didn’t get any harsh or pointed 
criticisms of doctrines she now considered false. In fact, she 
tended to casually change the subject—not because the ques-
tions made her uncomfortable, but rather, because they seemed 
unimportant. Th us, unlike many apostates, the matter of 
believing in various religious concepts, tenets, or miracles was 
never all that signifi cant to Cecilia—not when she was inside 
Mormonism, nor now that she is on the outside. What caused 
her to leave her people, her community, and her church was not 
that the specifi c beliefs had somehow stopped making sense. It 
was a host of other issues. 

 Th e fi rst was the underwear—or, to use the correct Mormon 
term, the “temple garments.” All adult Mormons are expected 
to wear temple  garments at all times. Th is special Mormon 
underwear consists of two pieces, the top one similar to a basic 
T-shirt that covers the stomach, back, torso, shoulders, and upper 
arms, and the bottom piece like a pair of long boxer shorts, 
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extending down to just above the knees. Th ey are worn as a 
symbolic reminder of the holy covenants made in Mormon 
temple ceremonies, as well as a reminder of an individual’s rela-
tionship with Jesus Christ. And they are also viewed as a spiritual 
as well as literal source of protection; they are believed to be 
endowed with certain magical or spiritual powers that can pro-
tect the wearer from physical harm. No good Mormon takes off  
his or her undergarments for any reason, day or night, unless it is 
absolutely necessary. One day, Cecilia just couldn’t stand it 
anymore.

   I took them off . . . . Th at probably was the catalyst for everything, when I think 

about it. My grandma died three years ago. She suff ered for several years and 

we helped take care of her, which was a horrible experience. It put me into a 

really bad depression. . . . I’d lay in bed and watch movies all day long. So 

I went to a therapist. She asked: what are your frustrations? I started to get 

where I didn’t leave the house because I was so hot . . . you know, San 

Bernardino’s hot. I’m a hot person anyway, and I sweat a lot. And I thought 

I’m already over-hot, I’m constantly wet—and so I would not leave the house 

because I’d think if I leave the house, in ten minutes I’m going to have sweat 

stains down to my waist. Th en I’m totally psychologically uncomfortable in 

front of people because they wonder if I’m having a heart attack or something 

and that’s why I’m sweating so profusely. . . . Anyway, I told the therapist that 

the undergarments were driving me crazy and she said, “Why don’t you take 

them off ?” I said because you’re told your whole life that if you take them off  

you remove the protection that they give to you. Now, on a really normal, 

practical level, I knew they weren’t made out of Kevlar. If somebody shoots 

you, you’re going to die. Yet the myth in the church is that they have some sort 

of physical protection for you. . . . But then the less you wear them, the less you 

realize you don’t feel any diff erent. Th ey weren’t a reminder to me of my cov-

enants. Th ey were a reminder to me of how freaking hot and miserable I was! 

So I took them off  with the idea that it was purely a physical thing. It was only 

because my body couldn’t deal. I’d go to Wal-Mart and have hot fl ashes and 

feel like I was dying. So I went in and told my bishop that I was taking them 

off , and he was, of course, terrifi ed at the thought. . . . So I took them off  about 

three or four years ago. I’ve since gone to tank tops, so  blatantly making it 
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clear to everybody who knows I’ve been through the temple that I don’t wear 

them. Th ey see that as a declaration of apostasy.    

 Cecilia was also turned off  by the church’s politics: a conformity-
laced conservatism permeated the Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-Day Saints and it made her feel alienated, uncomfortable, 
and even unwelcome.

   We were kind of patted on the head as “silly little Democrats.” Th en comments 

would be made after George Bush won and they would say, “Oh, are you so 

sad?” So, things like that would bug me and I’d just come home from church 

thinking—ugh! Because now there’s this weird thing of, you know, the “Lord’s 

party is the Republicans” and it was so pervading. You know, the church really 

pats itself on the back for it. . . .    

 A third factor in Cecilia’s rejection of Mormonism—and the one 
that she stressed as being the most signifi cant—was Proposition 
8. If any specifi c issue ultimately pushed her away from her reli-
gion, this was undoubtedly it. In 2004, the mayor of San Francisco, 
Gavin Newsom, began allowing same-sex couples to marry in 
defi ance of California law. Th en, in 2008, the California Supreme 
Court struck down that law as unconstitutional, granting gays 
and lesbians the legal right to marry. Th ousands did. Proposition 
8 attempted to revoke that right without running afoul of the 
courts. It declared: “Only marriage between a man and a woman 
is valid or recognized in California.” Proposition 8 passed in the 
fall of 2008, by a margin of 52.24% to 47.76%—thanks in part to 
religious conservative religious groups, who were its biggest sup-
porters. Th e Mormon Church was the most prominent among 
them. Th e church galvanized hundreds of thousands of people, 
and raised millions of dollars, to make gay marriage illegal in 
California. 

 For some Mormons like Cecilia, it wasn’t just that the Mormon 
Church took a stand against gay marriage that was a problem—it 
was that there seemed to be an obsession with the issue, a 
mean-spirited fi xation on defeating gay marriage that went 
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beyond mere advocacy or moral instruction. Week after week, 
month after month, sermons and speeches were devoted to the 
topic. Donations were sought incessantly. Political activism 
against gay marriage was encouraged. And lawn signs were dis-
tributed with vigor—often at the exit of the church parking lot, 
so that everyone leaving church on Sundays would be handed a 
sign on their way out. Th ose who didn’t want to take and put an 
anti‒gay marriage sign on their lawns were seen as morally 
suspect.

   Prop 8 was like just over the head with it—every meeting. You know, it’s a 

three-hour time block that you go to. Every single hour was devoted to it and 

was—if not the topic of the whole thing—then at least opening remarks 

thanking you for going out knocking door to door . . . you know, “We really 

need to do the Lord’s work here” . . . over and over. . . . And so stuff  like that, I 

couldn’t deal with it anymore. I didn’t want my kids to hear that anymore.    

 Cecilia’s husband felt the same way. He simply could not under-
stand why the church was so obsessed with stopping gay marriage. 
Like Cecilia, he felt that homosexuals should be able to marry 
whoever they wanted, because it was their right as adult citizens. 
If the church did not want to honor such marriages, fi ne. But why 
make such a big deal out of it? But Cecilia and her husband found 
precious few others within their community who shared these 
sentiments. It is worth mentioning here that many people, about 
one third of those I interviewed, cited the controversy over gay 
rights—their religion’s condemnation of homosexuality, their 
church’s activism against gays and lesbians, or their coreligion-
ists lack of support for gay rights—as a key ingredient in their 
apostasy.   1    

 Th ere was one other factor that helps explain Cecilia’s alien-
ation: sex. 

 Towards the end of the interview, I asked her some questions 
about her experiences with sex in relation to her religion, and 
lots of thoughts and memories came pouring out. Th ey were 
mostly negative. In fact, Cecilia spoke of the church’s approach to 
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sex as personally damaging. Th ere were specifi c teachings of the 
Mormon Church that were hammered into her for years, and the 
one that was most prominent was that women should remain 
virgins until marriage. Th e best thing a Mormon girl can do is to 
keep herself “pure” for her “glorious” temple wedding. And she 
should always remember that “carnal lust” is immoral, unhealthy, 
unsaintly, and should be avoided at all times. Sexual urges were 
simply to be stifl ed. All of these teachings, drummed into her for 
years, had the eff ect of limiting not only Cecilia’s sexual experi-
ences prior to marriage, but also her emotions and feelings about 
sex in general. It would have a decidedly negative impact on her 
married life.

   You get the lessons on—if you have sex before marriage, then you’re like a 

board that’s had a nail put in it. You can remove the nail through repentance, 

but the hole’s still going to be there. . . . So it was always “keep yourself pure, 

keep yourself holy.” I was always kind of a sensual person and made out with 

a ton of guys, but I drew the line. And there were times when I thought: “If I 

wasn’t Mormon, man, I would be a whore.” But in reality, now looking back as 

an adult, I wouldn’t have been a whore. I probably would have had sex with 

more than one person . . . like maybe two! To me, that was a whore, you’d be a 

whore! . . . You know, you just put a cap on that. So I grew up thinking that if I 

keep myself pure, I will in turn deserve somebody who is pure and then every-

thing will be perfect. Anyway . . . I met Jeremy when I was 18. . . . With Jeremy, 

we went farther—had we been totally honest in our temple interview, we 

would not have been able to get married in the temple. . . . Yet I wasn’t willing 

to tell the truth because the ramifi cations of it would have been more than I 

could take at 20. . . . I was terrifi ed of eternal retribution for lying to get into 

the temple. . . . For the next fi ve years I cried myself to sleep every night over 

this huge sin that I compounded by—“we’ve already screwed it up, we can 

never go back.” . . . It was fi ve years of—honestly—I thought I was just going 

to go insane over this guilt. Crying and crying and praying and praying . . . just 

“please, please, please.” Th at was all I could articulate, just “please, please, 

please take this away. Take this guilt away, make it okay.”    

* * *
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 Andrew didn’t have a problem with underwear. But as for the 
other issues that troubled Cecilia—he could defi nitely relate. And 
as a gay man, these issues were deeply personal. Andrew is 35 
years old and lives in a small town outside of Los Angeles, where 
he works as a physical therapist and nutritionist. He grew up in 
Phoenix, Arizona, and he was one of ten kids. He describes his 
family as one of the most upstanding and respected within the 
Mormon community in Phoenix.

   We were model Mormons. We went to church every Sunday. We paid our 10% 

tithe on our gross, not our net. We had “family home evening” every Monday 

night, which is the night that Mormon families set aside to just spend time 

together. We had daily scripture study, like every morning. My mother was a 

stay-at-home mom, you know, with ten kids and my father was the sole pro-

vider. . . . I remember having a family counsel because we were going to go on a 

walk, you know, just for a few blocks on a Sunday afternoon, and I wanted to 

know if I could wear roller skates. We had to call a family counsel because I 

might have too much fun, and we weren’t supposed to necessarily play on the 

Sabbath.    

 Like Cecilia’s, Andrew’s world was permeated by Mormon reli-
gion and culture, from church services to youth groups, from 
family rituals to the expectations of tithing, from scriptural study 
to missionary work. And he embraced it all. He relished it all. He 
loved his religion.

   I was a hyper-Mormon. I was totally just so knee-deep in it. In fact, I really 

think—I really do believe this, I sincerely believe this—that of all the siblings 

that I have, of all the kids—I think I was the most spiritually and religiously 

sensitive. You know, I think even my mother used to tell me that. I mean, I 

would—I have very vivid memories of weeping. Praying and weeping because 

I felt so bad for Satan. I felt compassion for Satan because he couldn’t be for-

given. I mean, I remember that as a kid.    

 Today, Andrew is no longer a member of the Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-Day Saints.



 TO  BE  MORMON ,  OR  NOT  TO  BE  ( 65 )

   My membership was rescinded. Th e technical term for that—and this is 

harsh—is “stricken from the records of the church.” I don’t know if my family 

knows. I think some of them do. I got a letter one day—certifi ed mail—from 

the bishop or the stake president at the local church. And it said they were 

summoning me to a disciplinary court. Th is is where a person who has broken 

some Mormon laws stands in front of a group of 12 men and they decide what 

your fate is in the church. I mean, it’s not friendly. Because—and this was the 

quote—because I was “living a lifestyle that was contrary to the law and 

order of the church.” Living with another guy. I wrote them back. . . . I took 

some time to really thoughtfully write them back and to tell them that this 

was really their drama. It wasn’t mine. And they needed to do what they 

needed to do and I would obviously not be there. And I sent it off . Shortly 

thereafter, I got a letter that said, very well, we’ve received your letter and 

want you to know that your membership has been stricken from the records of 

the church, that your baptism has been . . . Th at was the moment of just—the 

ground dropping out. It was interesting because it dropped—it’s so peculiar 

to describe this because it didn’t mean anything to me, but it meant every-

thing. It was like my history—it was like my whole history was gone. All of 

my friends growing up were Mormon and that was gone. I mean suddenly—

just suddenly. Just—the reality of it was really heavy. It was like they had 

stolen my identity right out from underneath me. It was this feeling of 

groundlessness, like I had nothing to stand on. I had no idea who I was or 

what I believed in. I wasn’t  prepared for that. I wasn’t prepared for it to have 

an eff ect on me like it did.    

 Th e cause of Andrew’s trouble with Mormonism—or as may be 
more accurate, Mormonism’s trouble with Andrew—was his homo-
sexuality. Th is issue was the ineradicable, rusty blade that excised 
him from his beloved faith.

   I had my fi rst crush on a man—on another guy—when I was in fi fth grade. 

I didn’t know that’s what it was at the time, but it was . . . I mean, for me, it 

wasn’t like I woke up one day and said, “Oh my gosh, I’m gay.” I mean, I didn’t 

do that. I had lots of girlfriends. Lots. In fact, I was practically engaged twice 

and I broke it off  both times. . . . I knew there was something that wasn’t right. 

In my teen years . . . I knew I was attracted to guys, I knew I did. . . . You know, 
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when I masturbated, it was fantasizing about men. It was never 

girls—never.    

 And your dreams, erotic dreams were . . . ?

   Almost always men—almost always. You know, it doesn’t take a degree to 

fi gure out that “Oh my gosh, I’m more attracted to men than to 

women. . . . Anyway, so through high school I had girlfriends and I was fanta-

sizing about my teachers—male teachers and just thinking, “Gosh this doesn’t 

add up. Th is doesn’t add up.” Try as I might—fasting and prayer would not—

it would not leave. It would not leave. I mean, I was about as devout as it got. 

I mean, I was terrifi ed of how bad masturbation was killing my ability to 

receive the spirit. Th at’s what you’re taught, is that if you masturbate, the 

spirit of the Lord can’t really be with you.    

 Wow, that’s heavy.

   It’s totally heavy, because I was a fi erce masturbator. It was my favorite 

extracurricular activity. It was my sport  [laughter].   

 Andrew tried various Mormon-recommended remedies to keep 
himself from masturbating, such as tying his right arm to the 
frame of his bed. But it didn’t work.

   Because it was like, okay, I’m trying desperately to lose this attraction to men, 

but I can’t stop jerking off . I just can’t. Because I just love it. I do it in my sleep 

if I don’t do it when I’m awake, you know. And I can’t stop thinking about 

guys. And it’s complicated by the fact that every time I do that it cuts me off  

from the Lord. It’s terrible. So it’s like—I’m hopeless. Part of being Mormon 

is sitting down with your bishop, who’s like the pastor of the congregation, 

and answering very candid questions that he asks you: “So do you mastur-

bate?” Yeah. I mean, it’s embarrassing . . . and we’re having these really open 

discussions. What he told me was, “If you starve it, it’ll die. If you starve it, it 

will die.” . . . Yeah, it was terrible. It really, really, really was . . . I mean, I’m 

trying so hard and God knows how hard I’m trying. In the Mormon Church—

fuck them for this!! Th ere is this terrible, horrible, horrible teaching from one 
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of the prophets: “How can you say it cannot be done unless your knuckles are 

bloody and your head is bruised from trying?” Basically, you can never, ever, 

ever, ever give up. Never. And I hate that—it’s another thing I hate. It’s like, I 

was—I mean, spiritually—I was battered and bruised terribly. I mean, I was 

so wounded, so sensitive. I was a very sensitive kid, obviously, you know. It 

just made it worse because it was like I’m not trying hard enough. What more 

could I do? I passed out in school because I was fasting for days on end that 

this would go away, that I would somehow be normal, that I would be healed 

from this homoerotic stuff . And I passed out in class and had to be wheel-

chaired out by my mother.    

 After high school, although still struggling with his desire to 
masturbate and his attraction to men, Andrew went on a two-
year mission to win converts.

   I had struck a deal with God that I would give him two years of my life and I 

would be the best damn missionary that there could be and He would make 

me straight. Th at was the agreement. Th at’s exactly what I wanted. Th at’s 

exactly what I wanted.    

 Andrew was sent off  to Moldova, a small country in Eastern 
Europe.

   I mastered the Moldovan language. . . . I was the pride and joy of that mis-

sionary center. I baptized more people than I can remember. I worked my ass 

off . I worked so hard. You know, most missionaries they would get onto the 

metro, they would get on the trains and they would sit down and just relax 

until they got to the next stop. Not me. Book of Mormon in hand, I would go 

to the fi rst person I saw: “Hey, can I talk to you for a minute? Have you ever 

heard of the Book of Mormon?” Every single time. I mean, I was Rambo in 

missionary clothes, you know. I gained a reputation for it. I got commenda-

tion from the mission president when they sent me back . . . you know: “Th is 

is one of the best missionaries we have ever had.” And I had crushes on guys 

while I was on my mission . . . so I had this, like, double personality where I 

was just a Mormon Nazi just trying so hard to do everything right and I was 

praying every day, and then, on the other hand, I’m in the bathroom jerking 
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off  and feeling terrible about it and repenting and fasting for another day. 

Yeah, it’s like bingeing. It’s like bulimia—it’s like spiritual bulimia. So I got 

home from my mission—felt like a success and the ultimate failure at the 

same time. . . . Everyone was so proud of me . . . my parents were so proud of 

me. How do you turn to someone and say, “You know what? It’s fake, it’s not 

real, it’s tarnished. . . .” How do you say that? You don’t. You just repent and 

you keep fasting and praying. I started dating other girls and, you know, I 

would take them out to dinner and—I would fi nd the waiter hot! I was very 

angry and very depressed but unable to share it with anybody . . . period . . . 

very, very alone. . . . Not long after then, the anti-gay initiative came out, 

you know. Th e anti-gay initiative banning gay marriage, and it was really 

being pushed in church. . . . It really, really bothered me. And one day in 

particular, I think it broke me because I left church and I went to my friend’s 

house and I just cried—I think for an hour straight. I laid out paper towels; 

I had a knife and was going to slit my wrists. I was sorry, I didn’t want to 

leave a mess, so I had made sure I was going to do it on the tile and not the 

carpet. Oh my God, I’d never been so close before. But I felt worthless and 

useless and terrible and unsavable and I was just that close. Th en it just hit 

me. And the reason I didn’t was because I had this revelation that even if I 

did—even if I had committed suicide and I was dead and gone . . . I would 

still be an embarrassment to my parents, to my family. Th at “the reason he 

was gone was because he was gay.” You know, that was—it was like, wow, 

not even death can take that away. Not even death. Th is ultimate disgrace 

can’t even be erased by death. I just dropped the knife and I cried for another 

30 minutes and grabbed all the paper towels and I threw them away. . . . I no 

longer had a choice. It was either die a Mormon or leave the church, and so 

I left. I just stopped going.    

 If you hadn’t been gay or you hadn’t had homoerotic feelings, do 
you think you’d still be a Mormon?

   Absolutely. If it hadn’t been for this—meaning my being gay—I would be 

very happily married, a very happy Mormon with a white picket fence and 4.5 

children and a dog. I really would. I liked being Mormon, I liked everything 

about it. Except I couldn’t be me. . . . Now I think that the Church of Jesus 

Christ of Latter-Day Saints does more harm in the world than good.    
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 Do you still believe in any church teachings? Do you still believe 
that Joseph Smith was visited by divine beings and that he really 
translated golden plates that subsequently fl oated into heaven—
or do you now think it was all a made-up hoax?

   Th at’s hard for me. Th at’s probably an unexpected response, but . . . I really 

don’t know. . . . Th e rational part of me says, “No, obviously it’s not.” Another 

part of me says, “Well, it could very well be—there may be spiritual realms 

and there may be spiritual beings in those spiritual realms.” . . . So is it pos-

sible that Joseph Smith saw something? Yeah, I think it is. I really think it is. 

Is it possible that what Joseph Smith created when he started putting this 

church together is largely from his imagination—very active imagination? 

Yeah, I think it is. Is it possible that the gold plates existed? Whoosh, I don’t 

know . . . maybe . . . probably not . . . maybe. I don’t know how to answer it. But 

I’m so comfortable with not knowing, and that’s something I’ve learned from 

Buddhism.    

* * *

 In some ways, Andrew and Cecilia had similar journeys from 
active, faithful Mormonism to apostasy. 

 First and foremost, unlike many other apostates, neither of 
them had any interest in actively critiquing the religious beliefs 
of Mormons. Neither of them wanted to condemn Joseph Smith 
as a conman or even to dismiss him as a misguided individual 
with an active imagination. Neither of them felt the urge to mock 
Mormon teachings or to debunk the Book of Mormon. Th ese 
were simply not matters of pressing concern. 

 Th is is important, for it is specifi c beliefs that often baffl  e out-
siders, but they can be more or less nonissues for insiders. Indeed, 
insider and outsider perspectives often talk right past one another 
on this exact issue. For outsiders—that is, non-Mormons or just 
plain secular folk—it is the specifi cally outlandish doctrines, 
teachings, and beliefs of Mormonism that are worthy of scrutiny 
and discussion. Th us, for most non-Mormons and secular skep-
tics, the major, underlying question concerning Mormonism thus 
tends to be: how can they believe this stuff ? However, it seems 
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that, for at least some insiders, these beliefs are not necessarily 
things to be fervently held, passionately accepted, or heavily 
defended. Rather, they are just part of a much broader religious 
enterprise, grounded principally upon family, community, his-
tory, heritage, ritual, and a host of other ingredients that all serve 
to create a powerful worldview—and world—that most Mormons 
fi nd to be sustaining, comforting, and admirable. Sure, the beliefs 
are signifi cant—at least on the surface. All Mormons are expected 
to believe in this or that creed—and they are periodically quizzed 
on these beliefs, with the articulation of affi  rmative answers as 
par for the course. But I got the distinct impression from Andrew 
and Cecilia—and from others whom I have interviewed—that 
some Mormons just sort of casually accept, mildly subscribe to, 
or generally just sort of go along with these beliefs uncritically, 
apathetically, and almost even symbolically, because they value 
the rest of what their religion off ers. For Andrew and Cecilia, the 
specifi c religious beliefs that outsiders and skeptics fi nd so hard 
to digest were marginal or relatively insignifi cant. To be Mormon 
was about so much more—above and beyond these beliefs—as 
was the life-changing decision to stop being Mormon. 

 Th e second similarity I’d like to highlight is that both Andrew 
and Cecilia, as a result of their apostasy, have become “deviants.” 
By dubbing Cecilia and Andrew deviant, I am not putting forth a 
negative moral judgment. I mean no disrespect. For sociologists, 
the term “deviant” is simply a value-neutral term used to desig-
nate someone who does not conform to his or her group’s norms 
or values. A deviant is someone who doesn’t do what everyone 
else is doing and who refuses to believe, say, or go along with 
what everyone else does. Sometimes deviance is undoubtedly 
bad, bizarre, or evil, but other times it can be markedly moral, 
humane, or courageous.   2    

 Th e deviance of Cecilia and Andrew was predicated upon 
nothing particularly spectacular, fl agrant, or dangerous. Th ey 
just stopped going to church. Th ey stopped identifying as 
Mormon. And this decision was largely based on their valuing 
individuality over group conformity. Th ey both felt compelled 
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to pursue their own paths, to be true to themselves, to adhere 
to their own consciences—despite the consequences. And there 
are always consequences to deviance. To paraphrase Erving 
Goff man, to be a deviant is to often fi nd that one’s social iden-
tity is “spoiled.” Given that conformity is the Velcro of com-
munal life, those individuals who don’t conform to their 
community’s norms, mores, or values will always experience 
some sort of negative reaction or social sanction. It may be 
subtle or overt, ranging from mild disapproval or bemused gos-
sip to debilitating stigmatization, shunning exclusion, absolute 
expulsion, or worse. As an apostate—and thus deviant within 
the Mormon culture—Andrew was offi  cially excommunicated 
(“stricken from the records of the church”), and he subsequently 
lost many friends and family members who wanted nothing 
more to do with him. Th ere were similar consequences for 
Cecilia. Although she has not (yet) been excommunicated, she 
has lost many friends in the wake of her apostasy—and her 
relationships with many of her relatives have been strained. 
Some cousins have cut her off  completely, treating her as though 
she no longer exists; one has charged her with being evil incar-
nate. Th e last thing I remember from my interview with 
Cecilia—a vivid memory, to be sure—was the pained look on 
her face as she was saying goodbye to me on her front porch. It 
was a look of worry, as she pleaded with me to make sure to 
change key aspects of her identity so that others would not 
“know it was her,” which she feared would only deepen her iso-
lation and stigmatization.   3    

 Of all those I interviewed, the ex-Mormons seemed to be the 
most concerned about being “found out” in the wake of this 
book’s publication. Th ey were the only ones who still cared deeply 
about what their friends, families, and coreligionists might think 
of their apostasy. Nearly everyone else whom I interviewed 
didn’t seem to care at all—ex-Catholics, ex-Protestants, ex-
Jehovah’s Witnesses, ex-Jews—and they didn’t really mind 
much if anyone knew of their apostasy, and they didn’t worry 
about off ending or upsetting any of their former coreligionists. 
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Not so for Cecilia or Andrew. Th ey continued to feel the pain and 
isolation of their apostasy, and they feared being “outed” by my 
research. Th ey worried that their words or stories might upset 
or off end other Mormons. And they didn’t want to bring any 
additional shame to their families. Why, out of all the individ-
uals from a variety of religious backgrounds, were the former 
Mormons most pained by and worried about their apostasies? 
I attribute it to the extent that Mormonism really is a near “total 
world”—an all-encompassing subculture of religion and heri-
tage that is held together by, among other things, a highly regu-
lated and perpetually enforced cultural-religious-political 
conformity. To be an active Mormon is to be part of a deep and 
extensive web of social and familial connections, perpetually 
reinforced by obedience to leaders and allegiance to the group. 
As such, ex-Mormons feel a pointed sense of loss, emptiness, 
and social rejection when they step away. Th ey become deviants 
within the Mormon community, and for this they often pay a 
heavy price. Another ex-Mormon I interviewed, Caleb, age 62, 
said several of his adult children will no longer communicate 
with him, and they have barred him from ever seeing his grand-
children. As he explained:

   Th ere’s a social price I pay. Friends that have known me for years have nothing 

to do with me—and to the children that I raised—I’m an evil to be avoided.    

 I suspect that there are many people out there, within Mormonism 
as well as every other religion, who would like to reject their reli-
gion and become apostates but don’t—specifi cally because they 
couldn’t handle the social stigma and the rejection of their friends 
and family. 

 Similarities aside, there are important diff erences in the stories 
of Cecilia and Andrew. Th e main diff erence is that for Cecilia, her 
rejection of Mormonism was based on a hodge-podge of several 
issues that accumulated over many years, until the Mormon 
Church’s aggressive involvement with Proposition 8 became the 
straw that broke the camel’s back. In short, her apostasy was 
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truly multicausal. Th is was the case for most people I inter-
viewed—their apostasy was seldom about one thing. Rather, it 
was the result of an accumulation of factors. But for Andrew, 
there was indeed one single cause, and only one: his homosexu-
ality. As he said, were it not for his being gay, he’d be a “very 
happy Mormon with a white picket fence and 4.5 children and a 
dog.” But because homosexuals are not accepted as members of 
the church, and because Mormons regard homosexuality as ulti-
mately something quite sinful, Andrew had to choose between 
his love of Mormonism and his love of other men. It wasn’t an 
easy choice. He almost killed himself over it. In the end, he 
managed to pull through but he lost his faith in the process. 

 Andrew’s story is not uncommon. Hundreds of thousands of 
men and women the world over are born and raised into strongly 
traditional, strictly conservative, or fundamentalist religious 
groups and, realizing that they are gay or lesbian, face painful 
and wrenching decisions as they get older. Many of them cannot 
bear the burden, and they kill themselves. One recent federal 
government report found that gay male adolescents within the 
United States are two to three times more likely than hetero-
sexual teens to attempt suicide. Many others try desperately to 
suppress or deny their homosexuality, and they attempt to live 
their lives as straight men or women, a choice that often leads to 
depression, alcoholism, and entrenched despondency because 
lives built upon lies are never happy or healthy. Many others, like 
Andrew, choose to live honestly and freely. But in order to do so, 
they must—often sadly and reluctantly—reject the religion that 
is, in essence, rejecting them. It comes as no surprise that studies 
fi nd that apostasy is markedly higher among homosexuals, par-
ticularly gay men, than heterosexuals.   4    

 Sex and sexuality, as I was to fi nd out, were often integrally 
tied to people’s religious identities and with their irreligious iden-
tities as well.     
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                                 5 

Sex and Secularity   

   “My Dad even went out and got me a high-class hooker.”   1    
 Frank is one of my cousin’s wife’s best friends. I see him 

about twice a year, whenever there is some family get-together at 
my cousin’s house. He is in his early forties, he’s very muscular and 
clean-cut, and he works as a probation offi  cer. He was raised in a 
conservative Christian home. And he loved Jesus while growing up. 
But he also loved looking at JC Penney catalogues that would come 
in the mail on occasion, especially the ones that featured men in 
underwear. If a particularly good catalogue came, Frank would take 
it down into the basement and masturbate. Th is was when he was 
14 years old. He knew it was sinful. But he just couldn’t help it. 

 Th roughout his teenage years, Frank struggled with the confl ict 
that arose between his faith and his sexuality. He expressed one 
openly, and the other covertly. He attended church; he participated 
in religious youth groups, ceremonies, and rituals; and he believed 
wholeheartedly in the Bible. But he kept his attraction to men a 
secret, and it only festered. Even while Frank was a dutiful, pious 
student at the nearby Christian college he attended, his homosex-
uality churned within, and he often hooked up with other closeted 
gay students for friendship, romance, and intimacy. 
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 “You had boyfriends at your Christian college?” I asked, mildly 
astonished. 

 “Oh, sure. We found each other. It wasn’t hard.” 

 What was hard was keeping his homosexuality a secret. Once he was 
in his early twenties, his love for men just couldn’t be hidden any 
longer. Frank fi nally told his father, who was shocked and saddened. 
Frank’s dad happened to be a very well-respected church deacon—a 
leader in their congregation—and he considered Frank’s homosexu-
ality to be a true calamity, both personally and spiritually. So in a 
desperate attempt to “cure” his son, Frank’s father spent a lot of 
money on a high-end prostitute. He paid her to accompany Frank to 
Hawaii for a two-week, all-expenses-paid vacation. Her task: make 
Frank straight. 

 “What happened?”

  Oh, she was great. A really nice woman. Very kind. We didn’t have sex 

together, but we partied a lot together—we went out to the bars at night 

and picked up men. It was a lot of fun.   

 Today, Frank is no longer a Christian. He is an out-of-the-closet 
gay man, living freely with his companion of more than 15 
years. His family has come to accept him, although his young 
nieces and nephews are not allowed to sit on his lap at family 
get-togethers. 

 But homosexuals are not the only ones who struggle with 
issues concerning sex and religion. 

 Consider Geraldine—a heterosexual mother of three. One 
night, my wife and I were hosting a dinner party. Several couples 
were over, some that I knew well, others not so well. We were all 
sitting at a big table in our backyard, enjoying pasta, asparagus, 
and a cool breeze. At one point, I went back into the house to 
fetch a bottle of wine, and Geraldine was in the kitchen, pouring 
herself a glass of water. Geraldine was one of the guests whom I 
didn’t know very well. Her kids went to school with my kids, but 



( 76 ) Faith No More

that was the sum total of our connection. As we headed back 
outside she asked,

“What do you teach, Phil?”
   “Sociology and some classes on religion.” 
 “Is that what you study—religion?” 
 “Yes—well, I used to. I’m actually studying secular people these 

days.” 
 “What do you mean—like, atheists?” 
 “Yeah. Right now I’m studying apostates—people who were 

once religious but are no longer.” 
 “Oh, well, you’re looking at one. I used to be a born-again 

Christian.” 
 “You were?” 
 “But I gave that up a long time ago.” 
 “What happened?” 
 “I wanted to have sex.”    

 It was then that we reached the dinner table. Th e next morning 
I called Geraldine and asked her if I could come over to her house 
and do an interview. She readily agreed. 

 Geraldine is 46 years old. She works as an accountant. She was 
raised in Orange County, California, by Nixon-supporting, lawn-
tending parents. Her father was a real estate agent and her 
mother was an elementary school librarian. Geraldine was raised 
a Christian, that is, a Protestant—Catholics were considered 
non-Christians. As for her own religiosity growing up:

   I very much believed in God and Jesus and I prayed all the time.    

 Did you think that Jesus was literally resurrected and that he 
saves us from our sins and all of that?

   I think as a child I did, because that’s what we were taught, you know. Why 

would they lie to you?    



S E X  A ND  S E C U L A R I T Y  ( 77 )

 When she was in high school, Geraldine became born-again. She 
accepted Jesus Christ as her personal savior. She went to Bible study 
regularly and joined a nondenominational, Evangelical youth 
movement that stressed a deeply spiritual connection to God 
through Jesus, as well as the absolute inerrancy of the Bible. She also 
spent several Easter vacations in Mexico as a missionary, trying to 
convert the poor, misguided Catholics there into becoming “true” 
Christians. But Geraldine liked boys. She had many boyfriends dur-
ing high school. But as a devout Christian, she always strictly limited 
the physical contact between her and her boyfriends, curtailing 
anything that might lead them to go too far. She knew that premar-
ital sex was sinful, and she believed that anything beyond holding 
hands or mild kissing was too lustful to meet with God’s approval. 
Her late teenage years were thus spent in various levels of emotional, 
physical, and/or spiritual agony: she had boyfriends she was attracted 
to, but she worked so hard to control her physical desires that her 
dates always ended in thwarted passion. Th e prayers off ered up at 
night, after each date, did little to make her feel any better. It was all 
quite frustrating. It felt unnatural. All of her faith in Jesus, and all of 
her deep gratitude for what he had done for her, and all of the fer-
vent Bible studying—none of it did much to temper the natural 
urges simmering within her. She was able to make it through high 
school as “pure” as a young Christian girl should be, more or less. But 
once she moved away from home and started college, it was just too 
much to bear. Th e young men at college were so nice, so attractive, 
and they were so interested in Geraldine. And she was interested in 
them. She realized that she simply could not resist any longer.

   I just thought it was crazy that God would demand that you would save your-

self until marriage when this was such an insane, crazy desire and it took 

everything I had not to cave in and go for it.    

 But fi nally you . . . ?

   I did.    
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 What happened?

   I was 21 and I think I had this realization that, “Let’s see—I’m 21. I’m going to 

be in school for another three or four years and, God, you’re expecting me to keep 

saving myself?” I was just . . . I pretty much said, “I’m sorry God, I’ve done the 

best I could. I can’t do this anymore and if you want me back, you can come get 

me, but I need to go live my life”—because there was so much guilt associated 

with these thoughts. You know, there were a lot of attractive men around. . . . Th ere 

was a guy that I kept running into and I knew that I couldn’t keep saying no.    

 Geraldine started having sex. She enjoyed it and indulged.

   Th ere were a number of men in a short succession—I made up for lost time  

[laughter].  As soon as I stepped over that line, I was like, “Holy crap! I’ve missed 

a whole lot here!” and I didn’t say no to anyone for a long time. . . . I think right 

afterward I felt kind of liberated. I think it was probably, like, there was a little 

guilt, but mostly like: “Okay!!”    

 Once Geraldine stopped repressing her sexual desires, she also 
let go of her deep commitment to God. Soon after becoming sex-
ually active, her Christianity melted away entirely. She hasn’t 
identifi ed as a Christian for about 20 years now and she currently 
chooses to label herself as an agnostic. She’s happily married to a 
nonreligious Jew, and they have raised their children in a totally 
secular manner. 

 Th e day after I interviewed Geraldine, I interviewed Holly. 
Although Holly is 20 years younger than Geraldine, her reasons 
for letting go of the Pentecostal religion that she was raised in 
were strikingly similar. Holly’s upbringing was quite devout; she 
and her parents attended church every Wednesday night and 
Sunday morning. Th ey prayed daily, and Holly held a deep love of 
Jesus and a strong belief in God—until she was 18. Th at’s when 
her Christianity started to fade. What happened?

   Well, honestly, like, I got a boyfriend and fell in love—wanted to—you 

know—I think it was defi nitely like the sex thing that you couldn’t—I couldn’t 
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be a good Christian and have sex. And I guess my hormones took over and 

that became more important.    

* * *

 Sex was not a signifi cant issue for everyone I interviewed. But for 
a notable number of apostates, it was crucial. While they were 
religious, they saw their own sexual desires as unclean, unnat-
ural, immoral. Th ey had been raised to feel shame about having 
sexual fantasies and to feel guilty about masturbating. And they 
were socialized to repress their sexual urges until marriage. 
Premarital sex was a despicable aff ront to God that could adversely 
aff ect the state of one’s eternal soul. It was intrinsically sinful 
and to be avoided—at all costs. Sociologist Mark Regnerus has 
done extensive research among American teenagers, looking spe-
cifi cally at their religiosity in connection with their sex lives and 
sexual ethics. In his words:

  Th e majority of religious interviewees with whom we spoke . . . could 

articulate nothing more about what their faith has to say about sex than 

a simple no-sex-before-marriage rule. For most of them, this is the sum 

total of Christian teaching on sex.   2      

 As Grace, a 42-year-old Catholic-turned-atheist from the Philippines, 
conveyed to me:

   One big thing was that you cannot have sex with just anyone and you cannot 

have sex prior to marriage. Sex was like a big deal thing . . . and I was very 

afraid of hell, of course. My mom was very powerful in painting the picture of 

hell. She sort of—she has a big voice, very strong personality—so when she 

would say you cannot think like that, you cannot have sex before marriage 

because you’re going to go to hell and you cannot get out of it ever . . . you’re 

just going to roast in fi re, and that sort of thing.    

 Elizabeth is 26 years old. She grew up in Northern California, 
near the Oregon border. Her mother was an often-homeless drug 
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addict and her father was a truck driver who had a habit of disap-
pearing for long stretches at a time, so Elizabeth moved around a 
lot among aunts, uncles, babysitters, and foster homes. 
Th roughout this diffi  cult childhood, she gained comfort and a 
sense of security from Christianity. She was a very active church-
goer, solemnly committed to her Christian faith. In addition to 
daily and nightly prayers and regular Bible reading, she attended 
Christian summer camps and Christian youth groups all the way 
through high school. She recalls:

   We were taught that it was a sin to have sex. You don’t have sex until you are 

married and you don’t even think in your mind about having sex with someone, 

because that person is someone else’s future husband one day, and you’re 

committing adultery in your mind. . . . In high school I started going to youth 

group . . . all the boys were Christian—we were all Christian . . . and we all felt 

really guilty if we made out with them, because it was wrong . . . yeah . . . oral 

sex was all over tenth grade and—we knew we weren’t having sex—so on 

technicality we weren’t doing anything wrong that way. But we would feel 

guilty and cry about it . . . cry about it to each other, pray about it, and just feel 

really bad. We had this quote that we would say: “Make sure you have enough 

room between you for the Holy Spirit to fi t.” We even wore “pure” bracelets 

and “love waits” rings.    3      

 By the time Elizabeth was a senior in high school, she was an 
active member of her church’s Worship Team, she was teaching 
Sunday School to kindergarteners, and she was president of her 
high school’s Christian Club. She took her faith so seriously—
and tried so hard to resist sexual feelings and activities—that she 
didn’t go to her senior prom, for fear that it would be too diffi  cult 
to resist temptation. For Elizabeth, and many of the people whom 
I interviewed, grappling with sexual urges was the “ultimate 
spiritual battle” in their young lives. It seemed to be the most 
important way to be worthy in the eyes of God. But eventually, 
for some, the desire became too compelling, contributing to their 
apostasy. 
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 Recall Ed, who was profi led in the fi rst chapter of this book. As 
he explained,

   My religion defi nitely aff ected me. I waited a long time. I waited until I was 

almost 18, which to me seems like a really long time, especially since I prob-

ably wanted to since I was 15 or something. . . . I waited. I really waited. . . . I 

thought I was going to wait until I was married.    

 Ed had many girlfriends during his high school years, and he 
basically did “everything but” with them. But just before his eigh-
teenth birthday, he lost his virginity, along with his faith:

   It happened one night, sort of by accident.    

 Did you have protection?

   No, not at all. I was like 17 and had this girlfriend—a senior in high school. 

It was not romantic or beautiful or anything, but it just . . . we just got taken 

by the moment. . . . So I was starting to let go of things already at this 

point—so I think I was just—weakening to Christianity and gave in, you 

know.    

 Did you feel any guilt afterwards, personally?

   Not that much. . . . I only felt bad for not feeling bad, you know what I mean?    

 For Ed, and also for Geraldine, the choice to engage in premarital 
sex was liberating and was not riddled with too much guilt or 
self-loathing. But for other apostates, the feelings of shame and 
immorality that had for so long been associated with sex were 
hard to shake, and some experienced intense guilt for quite some 
time. Jayme is 37 years old. She grew up in Illinois and was raised 
in a prayerful Protestant home. She struggled with her sexual 
desires throughout her teenage years, and after she indulged, she 
felt guilty and began questioning of her faith:
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   I experimented a lot—especially in my church youth group—with a lot of 

things. But not sex. Not actual sex. And that was because it was kind of 

“everything but.” . . . I had a boyfriend and I think I was a sophomore in high 

school and he was a senior. He just couldn’t get why I wouldn’t have sex. But I 

held fi rm . . . mostly—I probably said something along the lines of “I don’t 

believe it’s right” . . . maybe. But . . . um-m-m . . . he and I fi nally did have pre-

marital sex a while later and I struggled with that for a long time . . . feeling 

like, “Oh, I’m not supposed to be doing this but I want to do this.” You know, I 

had one other long-term boyfriend that I was actually engaged to and I think 

all throughout our four-year relationship, I think I would feel guilty almost 

every time. And this is still after college. . . . So that was during that prime 

time when I was grappling with am I a Christian? What do I believe? But I 

still felt guilty . . . guilty, guilty.    

 Once a strong Christian, Jayme is now an agnostic. And it took 
her many years to stop feeling shameful or guilty after having 
sex, even with her husband—a common fate for women from 
similar backgrounds.   4    

 Maxine, age 20, is a senior in college and a former nondenom-
inational Christian. She recalls the heavy feelings of guilt that 
accompanied her fi rst sexual experiences:

   I started hanging out with this guy, and we started dating, and then—like 

that was the fi rst time I had ever went down on a guy. And I remember being 

SO guilty about it . . . it was, like, such a deep guilt—like, I had let down my 

future husband, I had let down God. . . . I would just like cry and cry and 

cry . . . letting God down . . . it was a very heavy, heavy thing.    

 Brian is 25 years old and works as a junior high school teacher in 
Nevada. Raised a Catholic, today he is nonreligious. Early sexual 
activity coincided with his loss of faith:

   Premarital sex was a big issue, too. Because you’re a young, adolescent teen 

wanting to get some ass, you know? And you’ve got that guilt up in your 

mind. . . . But I’d go out with girls and make out . . . like, sex is natural . . . but, 

you know, that fi rst girlfriend I had when I was a sophomore, I was just 
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paranoid . . . you know: “Do I need to go to confession?” Th ere were a couple of 

times my freshman and sophomore year they almost sucked me back in to go 

to that b.s.—I got to the door and I was, like, this is stupid. And I left.    

* * *

 If there is any one form of human interaction that is “natural,” 
surely it is sex. Sexual urges and desires lay at the core of our 
biological and psychological being. We are neurologically wired for 
it, emotionally dependent on it, and physiologically designed for 
it. And it feels good. Granted, there is a range of just how strong 
or central a role sex plays in various people’s lives. For some indi-
viduals, sexual urges may be weak or minimal, while for others, 
they are downright all-powerful. Most of us probably fall some-
where in between. And the variety of human sexual expressions 
and experiences is fascinatingly varied and diverse. But, remark-
ably, what is not so varied or diverse is the standard, narrow 
approach that most dominant religions take concerning sex and 
sexuality. Simply put: sex as experienced between married hetero-
sexual couples is good, while all other forms of human sexual 
expression are bad. While there are some variations on this theme, 
it is essentially the same in almost all Western religions—certainly 
within traditional forms of Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. As 
the popular radio and television talk show host Laura Schlessinger 
has more or less accurately summed up: “Holy sex is between a 
husband and wife. . . . Unholy sex is everything else.”   5    And it is just 
this narrow and essentially unrealistic conception of human sex-
uality that many apostates simply cannot abide. For them, sex 
prior to or outside of heterosexual marriage is not only inevitable 
but something to be celebrated. And they harbor varying degrees 
of resentment toward those, be they parents or preachers, who 
taught them otherwise. Th eir rejection of religion was intimately 
linked to the pain they experienced during their prolonged 
attempts to suppress their natural sexual urges. 

 It should come as no surprise that studies consistently fi nd 
that secular people are markedly less fearful or guilt-ridden about 
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sex than religious people, and they are more likely to enjoy a 
wider variety of sexual practices. In terms of attitudes about sex, 
secular men and women are less likely than religious people to 
condemn masturbation, less likely to feel guilty after mastur-
bating or having sex, less likely to condemn nontraditional sexual 
behaviors in general, and much less likely to condemn homosex-
uality, specifi cally. Secular people are more likely to engage in and 
enjoy oral sex, with secular women being much more likely than 
religious women to receive oral sex. Additionally, secular individ-
uals are more likely to engage in premarital sex and to engage in 
anal sex. Th ey have sex more often and for longer periods of time, 
and they are more likely to have more sexual partners.   6    And yet, 
on top of all this, secular men and women engage in safer sex 
than religious men and women,   7    and religious teenagers are sig-
nifi cantly less knowledgeable about sex and safe-sex practices 
than secular teenagers.   8    Perhaps this is all related to the recent 
fi nding that religious parents are markedly less comfortable 
talking about sex and birth control with their teenagers than are 
secular parents,   9    which in turn helps explain the fact that when 
religiously motivated abstinence-pledgers eventually do have 
sex, they usually do so without the use of contraception, thereby 
increasing the risk of STDs, not to mention pregnancy. Most of 
the men and women I talked to were so fearful of sex and felt 
such shame about it, that when they did eventually engage in it, 
they were ill-prepared, and didn’t use condoms. And the “absti-
nence only” sexual education some received wasn’t helpful, to say 
the least.   10    

* * *

 When honest information about sex is denied and instead 
replaced with unhelpful silence at best, or fear-inducing condem-
nation at worst, grappling with sexual desire can be a treacherous 
and painful process. When teenagers are taught next to nothing 
about sex—other than that it is sinful and is to be avoided before 
marriage—their premarital sexual encounters are likely to be 
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less safe and will be experienced with varying degrees of fear and 
anxiety. Apostates’ testimony reveals as much. So do national 
and international statistics, which show that it is in the least reli-
gious democracies on earth that teen pregnancy and STD rates 
are the lowest, while it is among the most religious democracies 
on earth that teen pregnancy and STD rates are the highest. Th e 
same holds true within the United States; we fi nd the highest 
rates of teen pregnancy and STDs in those states that are the 
most religious in terms of both belief and practice. One study 
found that in Lubbock, Texas, in the years after religious-man-
dated “abstinence sex education” was instituted throughout the 
school system in 1995, rates of gonorrhea increased to double 
the national average, and the teen pregnancy rate is now the 
highest in the state.   11    

 Obviously, guilt or anxiety around sex does not necessarily 
cause apostasy in and of itself. After all, most children who are 
raised to feel guilt and shame about sex do not go on to reject 
religion. But religious teachings about sex can—for a distinct 
minority of men and women—create negative emotional out-
comes that, when colluding with other factors, result in an even-
tual loss of faith and rejection of religion. 

* * *

 An obvious question arises: Why don’t people just switch religions? 
Surely there are many religions with more open, liberal approaches 
to human sexuality. Perhaps some of the people I interviewed 
would be very happy in a Unitarian Universalist congregation, a 
Quaker meeting, a mainline liberal Protestant church, or a 
Reconstructionist synagogue. And as for homosexuals specifi cally, 
surely there are a number of religious communities that are accept-
ing and welcoming. Rather than reject religion entirely, why don’t 
they switch to a milder or less objectionable religious 
denomination? 

 To begin with, the majority of people that I interviewed became 
atheists or strong agnostics as the endpoint of their apostasy. 
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Simply put: they lost their faith—not only in their given religion, 
but in God. So they did not feel compelled to seek out a religious 
denomination or congregation more “in line” with their theology. 
Th eir theology had evaporated. By way of analogy: a person who 
has become a vegetarian doesn’t seek out a more palatable kind 
of meat to eat—he or she has rejected fl esh altogether and is 
happy with that choice. So it goes with most apostates—they are 
just not interested in religion anymore; they’re content in their 
acquired secularity. Furthermore, most people who walk away 
from their religion—even if they happen to maintain a kernel of 
spirituality or mystical beliefs—do not feel the need to look for a 
replacement of the religion they have rejected. Th ey don’t feel 
motivated to research the various religious options available in 
their community in order to select a new or better religion that 
might be more personally comfortable or acceptable. While many 
Americans do indeed “shop around” for a religion or congrega-
tion that matches their personal tastes, not all Americans do so. 
Most apostates have simply been soured. 

 When Brian gave up Catholicism, he did not become an out-
right atheist. He still does believe there is “something” out there, 
and he thinks that some sort of divine intervention saved his 
brother from a harrowing bike accident. He is what I referred to 
earlier as a “shallow” apostate. I asked him why he doesn’t try to 
fi nd a new religion, one perhaps more in line with his worldview. 
He replied,

   When I was a junior or senior in high school, I took a world religions class and 

studied Hinduism, Judaism, Buddhism, Islam, Christianity. . . . I realized that 

all of these religions had things that I disagreed with—whether it was issues 

with these religions accepting other religions, accepting diff erent sexuality—

homosexuality in particular—and/or premarital sex. Seeing as though these 

were the biggest reasons for me not to be a part of the Catholic Church, 

I couldn’t see myself being a part of these other religions that I studied. . . . I also 

came to the realization that I have a problem with many religions because of 

the lack of respect or lack of acceptance of women in religions—women not 

being held in as high regard as men—male superiority, maybe. Th is was a big 
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issue for me. . . . To sum it all up simply, most religions that I have studied don’t 

value the same thing that I value—respect for ALL cultures, sexuality, gender, 

and ethnicity. . . . Although I fi nd value—and I respect some or most of what 

the other religions practice and preach, I don’t want to associate myself with a 

religion or denomination unless I agree with it 100% because I don’t want to 

be a hypocrite or liar. I just want to be truthful about who I am and what I am 

about, and that is respect for everybody.    

 Is there a church or denomination out there that holds the same 
values that Brian has? Perhaps. But clearly Brian just isn’t inter-
ested in searching it out.     
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Others   

   By the time William Lobdell was in his late twenties, his life 
was “screwed up.” His marriage to his high school sweetheart 

was a mess, the girlfriend he was seeing on the side was preg-
nant, and his career was going nowhere. He was depressed and 
desperate. A friend told him that what he needed in his life was 
God. So he decided to give it a shot. One night, at a Christian 
retreat in the mountains, he committed his life to Jesus, accept-
ing Him into his heart as his personal savior. And his life began 
to improve. Christianity was just the self-help program he 
needed. He divorced his fi rst wife and married his pregnant 
girlfriend. Th ey had more kids together. And his career took off : 
he became a full-time reporter for the  Los Angeles Times , cov-
ering the religion beat. William spent the next several years 
deepening his love of Jesus through prayer, faith, tithing, and 
worship. He was a happy and inspired born-again Christian, 
basking in the warm glow of God’s grace. In his column, he 
reported on the inspirational, altruistic, and holy endeavors of 
people of faith—men and women who opened up their homes 
to the homeless, fed the hungry and destitute, and worked to 
make the world a better place through their piety, mercy, and 
goodwill.   1    
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 And then, in the early 1990s, he stumbled onto some news 
stories related to religion that weren’t so savory. William started 
investigating some pretty hard-core cases of violent sexual abuse 
perpetrated by Catholic priests. He met many of the victims. He 
attended their group therapy sessions. He spoke with their par-
ents. He learned about the pernicious degree to which the high-
er-ups in the Catholic Church had—for decades–shamefully 
shielded these pedophile priests from prosecution, hiding their 
crimes from the public, lying about their past abuses, and reas-
signing them to new parishes in diff erent parts of the country 
where their predatory  predilections were unleashed upon new 
victims. One offi  cial report from 2004 found that, since the 
1950s, 4,392 priests had sexually abused as many as 10,000 
minors. Only 2% had ever done time in prison. To add insult to 
injury, the Catholic Church spurned and vilifi ed the victims. As 
William concluded from his extensive investigations, “Th e real 
story wasn’t about the molesting priests, but rather the bishops 
who covered up for them and caused thousands of additional 
children to be sodomized, orally copulated, raped, and mastur-
bated.”   2    Th e more he learned about the extent of Catholic priest 
abuse and the concomitant coverup, the greater William’s shock 
and dismay became. And then he began reporting on various 
manifestations of malfeasance within Protestant circles. He fol-
lowed the likes of charismatic faith-healer-millionaire Benny 
Hinn, who promises endless streams of poor, suff ering people 
that he’ll heal their cancer or diabetes or multiple sclerosis if they 
just give him all their money. Th e more William began witnessing 
unethical Christian scams like this within the Evangelical 
community, the greater his distaste for religion became. Suddenly, 
he found himself in the company of something perhaps quieter 
than a barking dog, but just as persistent: doubt. 

 Of course, he knew that he shouldn’t interpret the misdeeds of 
various corrupt religious people as evidence that there is no God. 
Just because some televangelist is a swindler doesn’t mean that 
Jesus didn’t die for our sins. Just because thousands of priests 
have abused thousands of kids doesn’t mean that the Bible isn’t 
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divine. After all, humans are sinful. Th is line of thinking sustained 
William’s faith for several years. But it eventually trickled away. 
Gnawing doubts—sparked by his investigations into the uneth-
ical actions of religious people—were joined by new ones. He 
started researching Christianity, learning about its history, its 
sources, its contradictions. He began looking at the Bible with a 
skeptical, critical eye, rather than just accepting it as God’s word. 
He studied other religions like Scientology and Mormonism, and 
he realized that what he believed as a Christian was just as strange 
and just as evidenceless as what they believed. 

 William didn’t like the idea of becoming an atheist, and he 
resisted that possibility for many years. But fi nally, after much 
inner turmoil, and quite a few hours staring up at the ceiling at 
night, that’s what happened. As he recalls, “As deeply as I missed 
my faith, as hard as I tried to keep it, my head could not command 
my gut. I know now that it was wishful thinking, not truth. I just 
didn’t believe in God anymore, despite my best attempts to hold 
on to my beliefs.”   3    

 While there were many factors that contributed to William’s 
loss of faith, the initial and perhaps most signifi cant cause was 
his learning about the extensive crimes of religious people. His 
discovery that God’s followers can be wicked and deceitful, that 
religious institutions can be wracked with hypocrisy and 
corruption, and that religious people do not lead lives that are 
any more moral or ethical than secular people, caused him to 
eventually reject his religion.  

    THE MALFEASANCE OF OTHERS   

 One of the main reasons many apostates cite as to why they even-
tually rejected their religion was that someone within their reli-
gious circle—often a clergyman—was hypocritical, unkind, or 
immoral. And this behavior came as such a shock that it spawned 
their eventual apostasy. 
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 Juan provides an excellent example. Juan was born in Mexico, 
but he immigrated with his grandparents to a small farming town 
in New Mexico when he was six years old. Th ey were poor, they 
were hard-working, they were strong Catholics, and Juan was 
raised accordingly. He vividly remembers the little altar his grand-
mother erected in their home, featuring Saint Martin de Porres, 
known for his tireless work on behalf of the poor, the sick, and the 
orphaned. Th is saint was very important to Juan’s grandmother:

   She would always say, “Well, here was this saint and he would give up every-

thing he had to work and organize the poor so that they would have a better 

life.”    

 Juan was a devoted believer growing up. He served as an altar 
boy in their local parish, and his faith was strong.

   I was so much into it—into religion . . . that I really believed that if you went 

to confession and you confessed your sins, then you received the host, that 

when you walked out of that church, if a car hit you, you’d go straight to 

heaven. So you almost got to the point where you literally say to yourself in 

the back of your mind, “Why, I sort of hope that happens to me, because I’ll go 

straight to heaven.” But you knew that you couldn’t willingly do that because 

then you’d go to hell. So I really believed that.    

 Directly infl uenced by his grandmother’s devotion to Saint 
Martin de Porres, Juan became a community organizer and social 
activist, fi ghting for the rights of poor people throughout the 
Southwest, particularly migrant farm workers. He worked with 
indigenous communities, helping the Native Americans in their 
struggles. He worked with unions and labor organizations, even-
tually occupying a signifi cant position within Cesar Chavez’s 
National Farm Workers Association, which became the United 
Farm Workers. He saw his work with the poor as a logical 
extension of his faith. But then, something happened that signif-
icantly soured Juan’s religious identifi cation. It involved the 
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 misfortunes of some Kickapoo Indians, and the failure of a 
Catholic priest and his congregation to act in a Christ-like 
manner.

   Th ere was a group of Kickapoo Indians who were living in horse stalls in the 

area of Brighton, Colorado. Th is farmer had been keeping them there in 

really bad conditions. We just thought that was terrible. So we were able to 

go and organize them and then pull them out of those horse stalls. Th en we 

set up a tent city next to a river. So we had children, we had all kinds of fam-

ilies. Community people donated tents and beds and all kinds of things. Well, 

one night . . . I was staying at my grandmother’s house and the phone rings. I 

pick up the phone at 3:00 in the morning. Someone is calling me: “You’ve got 

to get over here.” It was raining really hard, and he said a fl ood has just hit 

the river. . . . So when I got there, sure enough, you know, I could see the peo-

ple just soaking wet—mothers holding children with water up to their knees. 

Th ey really didn’t know where to go or what to do. And we didn’t know what 

to do. So the only thing we can think of is we’ve got to go to the church. Th at 

was our fi rst thought because the church had always supported—and that’s 

what they should do. So we went and knocked on the priest’s door in Brighton. 

Th is priest . . . was really upset that we even woke him up so late at night. We 

told him what had happened and that the Kickapoo Indians are out there 

and they need a place to stay and could the church have them stay just one 

night? His response was, “Well, the only place that they could possibly stay 

would be in the basement, but we just put in a new red rug there and I don’t 

think the board would really like that, so I’m going to have to say no.” So I 

argued with him and said, what do you mean? You have an entire room down 

there where they could sleep and we’re only asking for one night. He refused 

and literally closed the door on us. So . . . that morning at 11:00 a.m., I and 

others went to the Board . . . because we still didn’t have a place. . . . We went 

to the Board to ask them if they could use the basement for the next night 

because we didn’t have anywhere else. So the Board discussed it, and I just 

remember that discussion. It had no spiritual content, no loving content, it 

was just this material rug, this room—and they voted no. I just couldn’t 

believe it. I, at that point, said you know if Jesus Christ came here without 

any shoes and he’d been out in the desert and asked you for a place to stay, 

all of you would turn him down. Shame on you. I walked out of there just 
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totally upset and totally angry at the whole church structure. . . . Th at began 

a period of time where I just did not go to mass. I didn’t go to confession. 

I didn’t go to communion. I began to question the whole validity of the church. 

Th en I began to see, I guess, the other side of the church that maybe I just 

hadn’t seen. I saw priests who were never out in the community, but in their 

offi  ces and asking for money passed on Sunday. Seeing these huge churches 

that were built with this . . . I just began to see that part and I began to study 

and see that the church was the largest landowner in the world and it wasn’t 

just a church that was loving and caring. Th at in some places there were 

priests who were fi ghting right alongside the governments against the poor. 

And I really began to question whether, you know, the way the Bible or the 

way the church described the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost. I began to 

question all of that. . . . So having that moment when this Board votes the 

way they do and turn away these poor people—it just had a tremendous 

eff ect on me.    

 Juan never went back to church, and he raised his two sons 
without any religion at all. Today he is a 62-year-old agnostic. 

 Like Juan, Chuck—who is 36 years old and works in a library—
was very religious growing up. For years he was enmeshed in the 
communal vitality and spiritual enthusiasm of his Assemblies of 
God congregation, and as he grew older, he internalized the 
beliefs and practices of this brand of Pentecostal Christianity, 
speaking in tongues on a regular basis, being “slain the spirit” at 
revivals, praying frequently, and studying the Bible—which he 
was taught was the direct word of God. For Chuck, the presence 
of the Lord in his life was joyous and visceral, “as obvious as the 
sun rising.” But then his pastor did something quite upsetting, 
and Chuck’s taste for religion was irrevocably soured.

   I started playing Dungeons and Dragons with some friends of mine. I really loved that 

stuff . For a young mind, it’s really engaging stuff , it’s really fascinating. Well, when I 

was 13, this pastor—the youth pastor—he came—see . . . my mom was worried. She 

saw this book “Deities and Demigods.” She was freaked out about it because it’s a book 

that lists all these gods and their various attributes and so forth. She had heard 

through the Christian community—at the time especially, there was that Satanic 

panic going on—you know, where like everything was Satanic and Satan was behind 
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every manifestation of pop culture and, you know. So defi nitely D & D was at the top 

of the list. . . .  

  And when I was 13, our pastor came to my house and he took all my D&D books, 

which was a major investment for a young kid [laughs]. All my allowance money went 

into those books. Plus it was my social identity outside of church. So, you know, I was 

in a group of other kids who all were into this thing. So he had all the books—my mom 

had given them to him—and he took me on a ride in his Volkswagen bug . . . and he 

started telling me how these things are evil and they are a tool of Satan. I remember 

arguing with him, and I remember realizing at some point that he’s going to take my 

fucking books—because he had them all back there. I told him at one point that you’re 

not going to take those books. I remember getting—almost fi ghting—like I was ready 

to hit him. I was really upset. He did take my books. He said he was going to burn 

them. I don’t know what he did with them, but they disappeared. He dropped me back 

off  at home and I was devastated. I mean, really . . . so at that time I left the church. . . . I 

remember me telling my mom, “Because you’ve done this to me, I will never, ever go to 

that church again.”    

 In the wake of this event, Chuck got a hold of his deceased father’s 
dusty copy of  Why I Am Not a Christian  by Bertrand Russell, and 
that sealed the deal. Today he describes himself as an “absolute 
nonbeliever.” 

 For one fi nal example, recall Jayme. Her apostasy had several 
sources, but one of the earliest was the malfeasance of the youth 
pastor at her church:

   Our youth pastor—we all revered him. Th en I come to fi nd out—maybe a 

year or two after my little posse graduated—that he cheated on his wife and 

got kicked out of the church. To my young mind, you know, Christians don’t do 

that, you know? Th ings like that . . . they put a dent in how you respect the 

belief system. Because obviously the people in it weren’t respecting it . . . things 

like that contributed to my questioning.     

    OTHER PEOPLE, OTHER RELIGIONS   

 While apostasy can often be spurred by the malfeasance of oth-
ers—in many cases, malfeasance has nothing to do with it. Just 
meeting, getting to know, or learning about other people who 
have other religious beliefs, or secular worldviews, can have a 
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corrosive eff ect on a person’s own religious convictions. Th e case 
of Daniel Everett, a linguistics professor at Illinois State 
University, provides a compelling example.   4    

 Back in the 1970s, Daniel went deep into the Amazon rain 
forest with his wife and three small children, traveling into one of 
the most remote regions of the South American jungle—a place 
without running water, electricity, or phone lines. No stores, no 
roads, no radios, no doctors. It was a region of the Amazon so 
deep, wild, and isolated that the small group of indigenous peo-
ple that live there speak a language unlike any other spoken on 
earth. His initial reason for going to live among these natives of 
the Amazon—know as the Pirahãs—was to convert them to 
Christianity. As a committed missionary (and budding linguist) 
he lived among them, on and off , for over 30 years. But the 
Pirahãs had no interest in Daniel’s Bible, his Savior, or his God; 
he never did get them to accept Jesus Christ. Although their 
unyielding resistance to Christianity was hard for Daniel to 
accept, he eventually came to terms with it. And the more he 
learned about and understood Pirahã culture—their outlook, 
their heritage, their mentality—the greater his appreciation and 
respect for them became. Eventually, after living among the 
Pirahãs for so many years, developing deep friendships and 
extensive bonds, and being exposed to their morals and values, 
Daniel experienced a depletion of his own Christian zeal. As he 
explains in his fascinating book  Don’t Sleep, Th ere Are Snakes :

  All the doctrines and faith I had held dear were a glaring irrelevancy in 

this culture. Th ey were superstition to the Pirahãs. And they began to 

seem more and more like superstition to me. . . . I began to seriously 

question the nature of faith, the act of believing in something 

unseen. . . . Th ere was no sense of sin among the Pirahãs, no need to “fi x” 

mankind or even themselves. Th ere was acceptance for things the way 

they are, by and large. No fear of death. Th eir faith was in them-

selves. . . . So, sometime in the late 1980s, I came to admit to myself 

alone that I no longer believed in any article of faith or in anything 

supernatural. I was a closet atheist.   5      
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 Of course, none of the apostates that I interviewed ever went to 
the Amazon rain forest in order to unexpectedly have their faith 
evaporate. But they did have similar experiences as Daniel Everett 
did—though certainly on a much smaller, less dramatic scale—in 
which their interacting with and/or learning about other people, 
other cultures, and other religions created a crisis of faith that 
led eventually to apostasy. 

 Lily is from a midsized city in Massachusetts. Her mother was 
a nurse and her father drove a forklift. Th ey were active and 
believing nondenominational Christians who went to church 
every Sunday, and most Wednesdays as well. Lily recalls that 
faith, prayer, and belief in God permeated her youth. In fact, 
through her teenage years, she had never even imagined the pos-
sibility that there could not be a God. But things changed. Lily 
eventually became a nonbeliever. Today, she rarely thinks or cares 
about religious matters at all.

   When I was 18 I studied abroad in Estonia for a year. And I met people—

these modern people who had been—really didn’t even know how to pro-

nounce “Jesus.” And they weren’t really sure of his name! You know, having 

grown up in the Soviet Union and Christianity not being a part of their lives, 

it was just like—whooo!—there are living, breathing people out there that 

don’t even have any religious identifi cation. It was really eye opening for 

me. . . . Th en there was another student from Denmark who was hosted in my 

village as well, and in talking with her about this—she was raised in a secular 

home and her parents were atheists, so me being religious was a very inter-

esting concept for her. Because I was intelligent and educated, yet religious. 

And her not being religious—for me—was another concept—because she 

was intelligent and nice and educated, yet not religious. So it opened up a 

whole lot of conversations where we were able to learn a lot about what the 

other side was like. We had a very close relationship, so we were able to ask a 

lot of questions. . . . I think it contributed greatly to my agnosticism . . . When I 

came back when I was 19 I think I did try to go to church on my own a couple 

of times, but it just never quite . . . didn’t quite set right with me. . . . It felt like 

I had to put a lot of eff ort into belief. . . . I don’t know if that’s what belief is 

supposed to feel like—or faith is supposed to feel like—but you have to make 
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an eff ort to believe. Th en I just kind of didn’t really believe any more. It wasn’t 

a great moment, or moment of clarity. It was . . . I just wasn’t really able to 

believe any more.    

 Coming from a pious home in the United States, which is per-
haps the most religious democracy in the Western world, 
Estonian secularity was a true culture shock to Lily. Estonia is 
actually one of the least religious countries in the world; according 
to a 2005 study, only 16% of Estonians believe in God—among 
the lowest levels of theism ever recorded by social science. It was 
quite an adjustment for Lily to live in such a secular society. And 
it clearly had a secularizing eff ect on her. To live among “normal” 
people—people who go about their daily lives, studying, working, 
loving, etc., and yet don’t ever think about Jesus much and don’t 
believe in God—eventually caused Lily to see the world diff er-
ently, to recognize that her own religiosity was clearly the result 
of how, where, and by whom she was raised rather then incon-
trovertible divine truth. Finally, she no longer believed in 
Christianity at all.   6    

 Mercedes didn’t leave the United States. Rather, she came 
here. And that move started her on the road to apostasy. At age 
47, Mercedes isn’t an atheist. She considers herself “spiritual,” 
maintaining that there are meaningful truths to be found in 
many religions, particularly Buddhism. But she is certainly no 
longer the strong, believing Catholic she once was. She’s been 
“detached from her faith,” as she put it, for many years. She 
grew up on a small city in central Mexico, where Catholicism 
permeated all aspects of life. But after she moved to the United 
States, her Catholicism evaporated:

   Back in Mexico, when I was there, Catholicism was just not—it was my 

culture, it was just my life. So it was something inseparable, completely. I 

could not even dream of questioning my religion. It was just very strong . . . the 

idea of having another religion was attached to the devil or you’re going to be 

sick, you’re going to die if you do something else. So nobody really ever ques-

tioned those things. Probably, in part related to my moving to this country—
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and reading and learning about other cultures and learning about other 

religions—and then I started, in a way, questioning issues about my own 

faith . . . I started to really—questioning.    

 Nathan didn’t go to another country—but he did go to a Christian 
college where he encountered a group of people with strong reli-
gious beliefs somewhat diff erent from his own. Just getting to 
know these people had a corrosive eff ect on his faith. Th ere he 
was, a devout Pentecostal, and while studying for his master’s 
degree, he came upon a group of Calvinists. Th is interaction 
would force Nathan to start asking some tough questions:

   Trinity was the place that I probably would say that I really, really began to 

question Christianity. Because they had a lot of Calvinists. Up until that 

point, I hadn’t had much interaction with Calvinists. I didn’t even really think 

that they existed. . . . My engagement with the Calvinists probably was the 

most important aspect of me really challenging Christianity, because their 

view—to me—was so bizarre. Th e idea that God would create people basi-

cally to destroy. Th e fact that there was this vibrant Christian community of 

people who wrote the best books and who—the greatest Christian scholars 

had this kind of perspective, made me really seriously think . . . If God was 

engaging humanity, would God allow a vibrant Christian community to 

believe this? Th en I also thought, if these people were so deceived at believing 

this crazy worldview, then maybe I’m just as susceptible.    

 Many other apostates described their experience of learning 
about other religions, especially while in college, as having a sec-
ularizing eff ect. Again, from Jayme:

   If I had to pinpoint a turning point . . . it might have been my sophomore 

year—I was taking two classes side by side. One was a world religions class 

and I just learned so much. It’s like, well—there’s all these diff erent religions. 

Why and how—and how dare—Christians say we are it, the way, the truth, 

the light, we’re the only way to go, everything else you’re damned. I just . . . sud-

denly that did not compute anymore. It just didn’t compute. . . . I think it was 

studying Gandhi that really shifted me. Because again, he’s not a Christian, 
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and look at the good in the world that he did and look at his values and how 

he treated people. I just could no longer say Christianity had the 

answers . . . which was very scary to me to think along those lines.    

 For many other men and women I interviewed, learning about 
other religions had a secularizing eff ect. So, too, did living in a 
foreign culture and dwelling among people who held markedly 
diff erent ways of looking at the world. Th e secularizing eff ect of 
these phenomena manifests itself in three ways. First, by learning 
about or becoming acquainted with other people who hold diff er-
ent religious beliefs, one is forced to contemplate the following 
question: if  they  can believe  that , then why do I believe  this ? 
Admittedly, for most believers, this question isn’t too vexing: 
they believe that because they are duped, misguided, or ignorant, 
and I believe this because it is true. But for a minority of believers, 
that answer isn’t satisfying. It is too pat, too pithy, too simplistic. 
Th ey reckon that if other people can be convinced of vastly diff er-
ent religious beliefs—which when viewed from the outside seem 
mistaken or bizarre—then maybe someone else could view their 
own religious beliefs in a similar fashion. And who is to say who 
is right? And how can they know? Such questions can, in certain 
circumstances, pull the rug of certainty out from under one’s 
feet. Second, by learning about other religions, particularly the 
good there within (recall Jayme’s study of Gandhi), one’s world-
view expands. It becomes more diffi  cult to sustain a belief in 
one’s own religious supremacy when faced with the goodness to 
be found outside of that tradition. So long as one stays within 
one’s own religious waters, it is easy to contently fl oat along, 
assuming that one’s religion possesses superior truth. But when 
one starts to sample other waters, or even just read about them, 
such certainty can wither. Finally, living in a diff erent culture—
like Estonia—can undermine, or at least challenge, one’s personal 
assumptions. When we go and live in a diff erent culture, many of 
the things that we had always taken for granted as being obvious 
or true or real are suddenly called into question. Religion some-
times falls into this category. In the case of Lily, it wasn’t that 
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most Estonians held a fi rm conviction in a diff erent religion, but 
rather, they didn’t hold any fi rm religious convictions at all. At 
fi rst, this fact confounded her. But eventually, it ended up cor-
roding her own faith. Being closely acquainted with other cul-
tures—especially those that practice a diff erent religion or no 
religion at all—can have that eff ect. It thus makes perfect sense 
that out of all academic disciplines, social scientists—especially 
anthropologists—maintain the highest rates of atheism and 
secularity.   7     

    LILY’S INSIGHT   

 Recall something Lily said during her interview:

   You have to make an eff ort to believe.    

 Th is simple sentiment illuminates a great deal—not only about 
apostasy but about religiosity. With this single sentence, Lily has 
captured a critical piece of the essence of religious belief: it is 
often based on will, choice,  eff ort . Th ere is, however, one crucial 
exception to all of this, which is the religiosity of children. Most 
children do not make a concerted eff ort to believe in certain reli-
gious teachings. Most kids will believe anything they are told, 
most of the time—especially if it comes from people they know 
and love. As psychologist Michael Argyle has argued, “Children 
readily take to religion, and accept whatever they are told without 
diffi  culty.”   8    Th e religiosity of children stems largely from their 
socialization; they generally believe whatever their parents or 
primary caregivers tell them to believe. But this form of uncrit-
ical religious acceptance does not last forever. As children grow 
older, as their minds mature, they eventually start to wonder 
about and refl ect upon their religious beliefs. Th ree possible out-
comes result. Th ey may maintain an affi  liation and commitment 
to the religious tradition they were raised in because it provides 
them with a sense of community, heritage, tradition, and/or 
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family bonding, and they just let the questionable or opaque 
beliefs of their religion cruise along for the ride, never outright 
rejecting them, but also not obsessing about them too much. Or 
they may decide to fully believe what they have been taught to 
believe—they come to personally accept the beliefs of their reli-
gion as meaningful, true, and valid—a decision that will entail 
various degrees of willful eff ort. Finally, they may fi nd that the 
eff ort to believe is too heavy a burden to bear, that they don’t 
have the will or the desire to believe what they were once taught, 
and that, in the end, they just don’t buy it. 

 Faith is willed. It is deliberate. Admittedly, in some circum-
stances, the eff ort to believe religious teachings is quite minimal, 
such as when one is regularly surrounded by like-minded believers 
and if one is supported in one’s beliefs by one’s family and friends, 
or if one dwells in a culture predominated by one single religious 
worldview.   9    As Steve Bruce has put it, “With the right social 
support and in the right social context, the threat to [religious] 
beliefs from some specifi c counter-propositions can be neutral-
ized.”   10    Peter Berger emphasizes what he calls “plausibility struc-
tures” as being central to religion’s existence; plausibility 
structures are specifi c social processes, dynamics, or interactions 
within a group of people sharing a common view and under-
standing of the world.   11    A solid, pervasive, and monopolistic 
plausibility structure allows personal religious beliefs to have 
a “taken-for-granted” quality—a naturalness that renders 
acceptance of them quite easy and matter of fact. But in other 
social circumstances in which plausibility structures are weak, 
diverse, or threatened, the eff ort to believe can become harder, 
heavier, and more onerous. Such circumstances can make 
believing so diffi  cult that people drop the load altogether, leaving 
religion by the side of the road. Th is fi nal outcome—the rejection 
of religious belief—can be caused in part by witnessing or expe-
riencing the malfeasance of religious associates or leaders, or by 
familiarity with other people, other cultures, or other religions. 
Such factors make the eff ort to believe harder, more personally 
onerous. 
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 If religious belief was not based on willful eff ort, then these 
factors wouldn’t pose a threat to religiosity. So what if there are 
some crooked or unethical religious people out there? Th at, in 
and of itself, should not cause one to lose faith in God. So what if 
there are other religions out there teaching other tenets? Or 
other cultures out there with diff erent or secular worldviews? 
Why would a knowledge of or familiarity with such diff erences 
render one’s religion moot? Th e answer is clear: belief in God isn’t 
easy. Th e belief that Jesus shed his blood to save us from hell, or 
that Muhammad rode a fl ying white horse through the sky, or 
that one’s religion is uniquely valid, requires eff ort. Clearly, for a 
minority of people, certain social circumstances can make the 
eff ort too much to bear. 

* * *

 Earlier, I noted an apparent paradox. Personal misfortune can 
often lead to apostasy, but societal misfortune is correlated 
with overall increased religiosity. However, there is one fac-
tor—the malfeasance of others—that does seem to play a sim-
ilarly secularizing role at both micro and macro levels. When 
religious people in one’s immediate circle behave unethically, 
this malfeasance can be a contributing cause of apostasy at 
the individual level. And such malfeasance—if widespread, 
dramatic, and well publicized—may contribute toward secular-
ization at the macro, societal level as well. As we know,  irreligion 
is on the rise in America. More Americans are self- identifying 
as atheists and agnostics than ever before. Sociologist Barry 
Kosmin’s research reveals that the irreligious population in the 
United States is currently growing by 750,000 people a year. 
Simul taneously, the percentage of Americans claiming to be 
Christian has dropped from 86% in 1990 down to 76% in 2008. 
While American society is certainly quite far from losing its 
religion, a modicum of secularization has defi nitely occurred. 
And it is very possible that malfeasance on the part of the reli-
gious has been at least one of the contributing components to 
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this current rise of irreligion in the United States. Both the 
Catholic Church child-molestation scandal and the radical 
Islamic terrorist attacks of September 11th probably caused 
some Americans to question religion, and maybe even choose 
to reject their own.   12        
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 Jail, Food Stamps, and Atheism   

   Of the 87 people interviewed, I was perhaps most surprised 
and intrigued by Rita and Nancy—two individuals I would 

have never expected to reject religion. 
 For starters, they’re both women. And if there’s one clear 

pattern when it comes to humans and religion, it is that women 
are, on average, more religious than men. Th is pattern holds 
true at all age levels, among all races and ethnicities, in all 
denominations, and in all countries, as has been consistently 
borne out in numerous studies on every measure of religiosity 
the world over. Th e converse of this, obviously, is that very few 
women are secular. For example, sociologist Ariela Keysar 
reports that men make up 58% of Americans who claim to be 
nonreligious, 70% who identify as atheist, and 75% who iden-
tify as agnostic.   1    

 In addition, both Nancy and Rita have been relatively poor for 
most of their lives. When I fi rst met Rita, she was a single mother 
of two small kids, and she had just ended a short stint working at 
Blockbuster Video. For much of the last few years, she’s just 
barely managed to get by on food stamps. I recall one time when 
I ran into her and asked her how she was doing, she told me—
with an air of tired resignation—that she had just run out of food 
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stamps the previous day, and was only able to purchase some 
mac-and-cheese by raiding her three-year-old daughter’s piggy 
bank. As for Nancy, she had been working as a waitress at Marie 
Callender’s for several years. Her boyfriend is a part-time truck 
driver and was often unemployed. Both Rita and Nancy have 
been without health insurance for as long as they can remember. 
I mention all of this because these factors make them more likely 
to be religious. Although there are some exceptions (depending 
on what specifi c measures one takes into account), many studies 
show that there is a direct correlation between class standing and 
religious faith, with poorer people being more likely to hold 
strong religious beliefs than wealthier people, on average. For a 
specifi c example within the United States, a recent  New York 
Times  national survey found that 79% of poor Americans feel 
that it is “very important” to have faith in God, but only 54% of 
wealthy Americans feel the same.   2    

 I should also mention that higher education hasn’t been a big 
part of Nancy’s and Rita’s lives either. None of their parents 
attended college. And both of these women—at least when I fi rst 
met them—hadn’t gotten too far with their own educations. Th is 
is yet another factor that would cause one to expect them to be 
religious. Th ere is a clear correlation between educational attain-
ment and religiosity—the less education a person has, the more 
likely he or she will be a strong believer.   3    

 In sum, being female, lower- or working-class, without a college 
degree, and American is a veritable recipe for being religious, at 
least according to the dictates of sociological averages. But socio-
logical averages are just that—averages. Th ere are plenty of 
exceptions, like Rita and Nancy. However, having said that, Rita 
and Nancy actually were quite religious for much of their lives. 
Th ey were both Bible-believing Christians. But by the time I met 
them, they were done with the Bible, done with Christianity, and 
done with religion. Th ey had let go of God, walked away from 
church, replaced prayer with self-motivation, and embraced a 
fully secular orientation. 

 Today, Rita describes herself like this:
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   I’m an atheist. A strong atheist. I don’t believe in any kind of supernatural 

anything. . . . I think that there’s coincidences that happen. . . . I just think that 

things just happen sometimes and maybe we don’t know why, but it’s not 

anything to do with God or Jesus or anything like that.    

 And here is how Nancy describes herself:

   I would probably say I’m an atheist. . . . I argue with my next-door neighbor all 

the time because she apparently is praying for me, or something . . . one day she 

asked me about God or believing in God. I said it’s a crock of shit, you know?    

* * *

 “I don’t know how many times I went to jail,” Nancy said to me, 
midway through our interview. She is now 32 years old. When she 
was 16, she moved out of her mother’s apartment and lived with a 
friend, then with various boyfriends, who were usually older than 
her by several years. She dropped out of school, started getting 
high a lot, and began committing crimes—everything from driving 
under the infl uence (without a license), to petty theft, to drug-
related crimes, to minor burglaries, to violating probation. Her 
stay behind bars was usually no more than a night or two, though 
occasionally longer: a week here, two weeks there. She’d party hard 
with friends and/or boyfriends—drinking and getting wasted on 
drugs—then at some point she’d commit some crime, get arrested, 
go to jail—and then while she was in jail she’d make a promise to 
herself and to God that she’s stay clean and sober, and try to live a 
better life. But then she’d get out of jail and the cycle would start 
all over again. She was young and relatively rudderless. 

 During her early childhood, Nancy’s family was quite poor. Her 
father was an alcoholic who had trouble holding down a job. Th ey 
often went without dinner, and she could not ever recall her 
mother entering the house with bags full of groceries. Fortunately, 
charitable people from a nearby Mormon church occasionally 
brought them food and clothes. But when Nancy was around 4 or 
5, her father’s situation improved—he got sober through 
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Alcoholics Anonymous, found God, and started to turn his life 
around. Th at’s when he started taking Nancy to church. But 
Nancy’s mother, who was also an alcoholic, didn’t get sober and 
didn’t fi nd God. She resented her husband’s change. Th eir rela-
tionship soured. Th ey fought. Th ey divorced. Nancy lived mostly 
with her mother, but she spent her weekends with her father—
and they always went to church.

   I loved it. . . . Church was always good. We always did fun things. I mean, going 

to people’s houses, swimming, and that kind of stuff . So it was always fun. My 

dad played in a band. He was like the guitarist in the band. Yeah, so it was 

good. . . . I liked to stay with my dad. So I would usually stay there and listen to 

him play in the band and listen to the adult sermon. . . . It was a nondenomina-

tional Christian church. It was really a nice place compared to the rest of my life, 

it really was a comfortable, nice place . . . a wonderful, beautiful, fun place.    

 While this time with her dad was nice, things with her mom had 
only gotten worse. Her mother’s new boyfriend was abusive, and 
domestic violence became the norm. For Nancy, life at home with 
mom was chaotic and often precarious. But at least she had her 
dad—her main source of love. He was the sober one. He was the 
steady, peaceful one. He was working to improve himself in all 
aspects of his life, from the fi nancial to the spiritual. He was the 
one that she could call when things got too ugly at mom’s. 

 And then, when Nancy was nine, he died.

   One morning my grandma noticed he didn’t get up to go to work. He had his 

own little business. He was a landscaper. She went in his bedroom and he 

was unconscious and gurgling blood. It ended up that he had an aneurysm, 

so he died like three weeks after that.    

 With the death of her father, Nancy’s already precarious world 
crumbled completely.

   After my dad died, that was probably my worst life experience ever, like—the 

most painful. And there was nobody there to really—as a fourth grader, I was 
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nine—so there was nobody in my life that was really stable enough to help me 

like deal with it in the ways you’re supposed to help people deal with that kind 

of stuff . So my life, by fi fth grade, things were just terrible. I was just an emo-

tional wreck. Nobody knew what to do with me. I stopped doing homework. I 

would just have these breakdowns in the middle of the classroom, that kind of 

stuff . My mom was doing her own thing and not really helpful. . . . Life just 

really went downhill for me, and it would stay that way for a long time.    

 For most of her teenage years, Nancy’s church attendance became 
sporadic. She moved from relationship to (sometimes abusive) rela-
tionship, she struggled to get by, she fought with her mother, and 
she got high a lot. She prayed now and then—asking God for help 
when needed. And her Christian faith got a serious dose of adrena-
line in the wake of a powerful spiritual experience.

   When I was 19 I was really, really heavily into drugs. And I was going out 

with this guy whose mom was now sober—like an ex-prostitute, heroin 

addict, whatever. And him and I used together. I just remember this one inci-

dent when she was at the house I was staying at and she prayed Satan out of 

me. We had this big crazy moment where she spoke in tongues and did the 

whole ritual and, like, I shook. I don’t know, I remember that being a defi ning 

moment, like: “Yes, there is a God.” . . . She was like casting the demons from 

the house. . . . She just started like praying the demons out of me. . . . I mean, I 

just remember it being so intense. . . . I remember shaking and crying and 

falling to my knees. . . . I felt the realness of God and that God did love me.    

 Unfortunately, her sense of God’s love didn’t keep her from 
staying out of trouble. When she was 23, she got busted again 
and was sentenced to one year behind bars. Depressed and 
lonely, she turned to God again. She really needed the Lord this 
time, desperately. She cried out to Him to help her, to support 
her, to ease her pain. And it worked—she was comforted. She 
also started talking regularly with the prison chaplain about 
Christ. His words were also comforting. And she started reading 
the Bible a lot; it was, after all, the only book in prison that was 
consistently easy to obtain. She was also able to get a hold of the 
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Left Behind series, and although she couldn’t quite come to 
terms with the whole business about the world’s cataclysmic 
ending, she was moved by the powerful tale of the Christian 
forces of good prevailing over the Satanic forces of evil. It was 
like Th e Lord of the Rings—only true. At least she thought so at 
the time. 

 During this period of intense religiosity, she saw signs of God’s 
mercy all around her:

   I remember one incident where there was a girl and she was in the jail cell 

next to me, and it turned out like we knew each other. And she was pregnant. 

And she was probably like 18 or 19—and they hadn’t fed her. She was so 

hungry and I remember praying all night saying, “God, I’m not praying for 

myself, but I’m praying for Tina.” So they brought her a sandwich, and I knew 

God was there.    

 When she got out of prison this time, she vowed never to return. 
She went straight to Alcoholics Anonymous, attended daily meet-
ings, and she got sober—for good. After a year or so, her life had 
never been better. She was fi nally standing on her own two feet. 
She had a decent job. She started taking classes at her local 
community college. And then, after two or three years into this 
new and improved existence, she came to realize that she didn’t 
believe in God anymore and that religion was (at best) not for her 
and (at worst) a bunch of baloney.

   I just kind of think that there is no God and there is no karma and there is 

no . . . I just have come to that place where . . . I don’t know. I don’t know what 

you call it, but it’s just kind of where I’m at.    

 What happened? How did Nancy go from being so religious to 
being so secular? Before attempting to answer that, let’s consider 
Rita’s story. Th ere are some diff erences in the journeys of these 
two women, but there are also some interesting similarities. 

* * *
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 Rita’s family was lower working-class. Her dad was a security 
guard, and her mom was a teacher’s aide at an elementary school. 
Th ey rented a small house down the street from a Lutheran 
church. Her folks were married in that church and Rita was bap-
tized there, went to preschool there, was confi rmed there, and 
went there every Sunday well into her teens. 

 Rita describes her mother as very devout:

   My mom . . . had kind of a tough life growing up. Th eir life was really hard. 

She said that church was the fi rst place she ever went where she was told 

that somebody would always love her, somebody would always . . . you know, 

she could always talk to, would never judge her. So it was something that 

was really important to her. . . . She defi nitely believed in an afterlife, she 

believed that God loves you and he would look after you.    

 Rita’s dad, however, was less markedly religious:

   He goes to church, but I kind of feel he just does because of like tradition . . . like, 

he always went to church with my mom but—he never really talked about 

religion or what he believed. . . . You know, he would never make statements 

like “God has a plan” or anything like that.    

 Growing up, Rita defi nitely took after her mother.

   Yeah, I was totally believing. . . . I believed that there was God that could hear 

my prayers. . . . I believed that God cared about me, I believed that he was 

interested in my life and what was going on and that he would help me if I 

would pray to him or that he would help people that I loved if I prayed about 

that. I believed that God would judge me. Like, I felt like a really strong sense 

of conscience. . . . I mean, I would think really strongly about doing things, 

because I would think—not necessarily that it was good or bad—but that 

God wouldn’t like it.    

 Rita was active in her church youth group. At age 11, she tried 
reading the Bible all the way through. And she prayed regularly. 
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Th ings started to get rocky for Rita, however, once she hit her 
teenage years. She didn’t get into as much trouble with the law as 
Nancy did, but she did party a lot—drinking and smoking pot. 
And she liked boys.

   I lost my virginity before I was married, and that was something that I 

thought was like really important—that I was going to hold on to. And then I 

would still go to church, but like I would start crying—in church—like, uncon-

trollably. I would have panic attacks inside church because I felt like—I felt 

like it was almost a slap in God’s face for me to even be there when I knew I 

was doing things that were wrong and I was still doing them. . . . Th en one 

night I was so depressed and upset and I was like, “I don’t even care, I’m going 

to smoke weed now.” I probably smoked numerous joints. We smoked out of a 

pipe, we smoked out of a bong—for my fi rst time. . . . Th en came the drinking. 

I would sneak out of my house like every night and I would go hang out with 

boys, and the two boys that I smoked weed with for the fi rst time, like I totally 

made out with them like in the same night at the same time. Th at was kind 

of . . . I mean it was really fun for me, but I felt like later. . . . I remember talking 

to my best friend about it and she quit being my friend. Like, she’d been my 

best friend since we were seven or eight and she basically told me that I was a 

slut even though I was just kissing. . . . I just felt really bad, like maybe I am 

making bad choices. Th en I did coke, I did speed, and I did all kinds of other 

stuff . I had sex like numerous times with more people than I probably should 

have at that age. . . . I think that I started ditching school, I was—    

 And all the while you’re going to church on Sundays?

   Yeah. And I would start having fi ghts with my mom because, you know, 

Saturday night all these things were happening and then Sunday I didn’t 

want to get up early and go to church. A lot of times I felt sick or just tired 

because I’d just gotten home at six in the morning and then at eight, she’s like, 

“Get up, you need to go to church.” I’m like, “I don’t want to go to church, I 

don’t want to go.” She would try to make me. She mostly did make me until 

like one day when—we’d gotten into a big fi ght and I’m like, “I’m not going, 

like I don’t want to go—why should you have to make me go? Like, if you 
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want to go, that’s fi ne.” I know that I really hurt her feelings. I think she cried, 

but I got to stay home that day and she never made me go again.    

 So when you’re going through all this as a teenager, you’re sort of 
like, “I don’t want to go to church anymore.” But are you still 
believing that there’s a God . . . ?

   Oh, yeah, totally. Yeah, I totally did. I even, you know—I got married when I 

was 19 and I was already pregnant at the time, and it was totally like—not a 

shotgun wedding, but it was like, “Okay, we’re pregnant, like, we should get 

married.” And I got married because I felt like that’s what you should do. You 

should have a family now—I messed up, I made a choice, I got pregnant, and 

I ended up marrying a guy that was completely, like, a bad choice. A bad choice 

to be a father, for one, and then a bad choice to be a husband too. But I felt like 

I had to do it. I remember when I got married, like I cried and cried and cried 

during the whole thing.    

 Did you feel like you had to get married because of parental expec-
tations or because of God or . . . ?

   Oh, because of God. Defi nitely because of God.    

 Rita’s life as a newlywed was diffi  cult and depressing. A month 
or so after giving birth to her fi rst child, she was pregnant again, 
and her husband was regularly unemployed and regularly 
stoned. She was the only one consistently working, both inside 
and outside of the home. Watching their debt grow, she found 
herself looking for a second job—while her husband didn’t even 
have one. It quickly became apparent to her that this arrange-
ment wasn’t going to work. Midway through her second preg-
nancy, she decided that she needed to change directions, and 
fast. Despite the fact that she had only tried to do what she 
thought would be best in the eyes of the Lord, she realized that 
she had made a mistake marrying this man, and she knew that 
she had to correct that mistake as soon as possible. She fi led for 
a divorce. Th ey had been married for one year. Rita’s husband 
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didn’t have much interest in being with the children, and after 
the divorce he quickly vanished from their lives. 

 Now she found herself a single mom with two babies at the age 
of 20. No college education. No formal job training. No vocational 
skills. No fi nancial support from mom and dad. But she did have 
one thing: self-motivation. She immediately set to work making 
the best of things, getting herself together, and improving life for 
herself and her kids. In addition to holding down two jobs, she 
applied for federal and county welfare assistance, which helped 
her make ends meet. Th e food stamps were the only thing keep-
ing her and her kids from going hungry. And she started taking 
classes at her local community college, with an eye toward a 
better professional future.

   I realized that I was the only thing in my kids’ life—that I had to straighten 

up, I had to get a good job, I had to get a good education, I had to do everything 

that I had to do for them.    

 During this period of clarified self-awareness and focused self- 
improvement, Rita didn’t turn to God for comfort. She didn’t 
pray for inspiration. She didn’t turn to the church for help. In 
fact, she became an atheist. 

* * *

 Why did Nancy and Rita become secular? 
 One interesting factor to consider is when both of these women 

experienced their loss of faith. Both Rita and Nancy were at the 
points in their lives when they were improving themselves. Both 
had been religious children and teenagers—times when they 
weren’t in control of their own lives or their own destinies. Th at 
is, they were both pious believers in God at times when they were 
young and/or dependent on others, when they were living 
relatively reckless lives, without much direction or guidance. But 
once they were somehow able to personally take control of their 
own lives as self-possessed, mature individuals, secularity ensued. 



( 114 ) Faith No More

For both of them, it happened in their early twenties. Nancy had 
gotten sober (initially with the help of her belief in God, to be 
sure), and she was working in a secure job as an assistant to a 
man with a small business when her religiosity started to weaken. 
Rita was no longer partying hard or having casual sex, she was no 
longer living with an unemployed man that she didn’t love, and 
her goal of being a good provider for her kids had become crystal 
clear. Soon after, she was an atheist. In short, both of these 
women lost their faith when they were feeling—perhaps for the 
fi rst time—in control of their own destinies. Th e fact that Rita 
and Nancy both rejected religion at a period in their lives when 
they were working for the fi rst time—making money and sup-
porting themselves—suggests the possibility that there may be a 
connection at the broader, societal level to women’s participation 
in the workforce and secularization. Th is is a theory posited by 
the British historian  Callum Brown. In his fascinating book  Th e 
Death of Christian Britain  ( 2001  ), Brown reveals a strong correla-
tion between the signifi cant increase in British women joining 
the paid workforce in the 1960s and the subsequent decrease of 
religious belief and participation. 

 A second similarity is that for both Rita and Nancy, the move 
from religion to irreligion was sparked in part by a skeptical male 
acquaintance. In Nancy’s case, it was her boss, Jason. He was a 
very nice, very kind man. He was successful and smart. He ran 
his own business, was a college graduate, and he seemed to know 
a lot about the world. On top of these impressive qualities, Nancy 
was deeply grateful that he had hired her, even though he knew 
full well that she was a recovering alcoholic and ex-con. He 
respected her, despite her past. He trusted her. And she in turn 
respected and trusted him. Th en one day at work, he brought up 
the fact that he was a nonbeliever.

   I was probably over a year sober and I was working at a place called Pools and 

Spas. My boss there . . . he was just, like, one day: “Th ere’s no God.” I was kind 

of like—I didn’t really say anything. I was just, like: what is he talking about?! 

I think that was the fi rst time I had heard anybody say there’s no God. I was 
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just kind of taken aback. He was like, “Look at the pain and suff ering that 

goes on in the world, blah, blah, this, that, and the other.” I thought about it 

more and more. I just remember thinking—in a way—how dare you? I mean, 

he knew a little bit about me. He knew that I was in the program [Alcoholics 

Anonymous]. He knew some of my struggles to some degree. . . . I feel like 

I remember being kind of pissed off , like, how could he know that? And then 

at the same time, like, the other part of my brain kind of said: well, it’s not 

completely absurd. . . . I started questioning God when I started working for 

Jason . . . thinking maybe there’s no God.    

 Rita had a similar experience. Th e man who initially opened up 
Rita’s thinking was her fi rst postdivorce boyfriend, Stuart. Th ey 
had been dating for a couple of months, and he started spending 
the night at her place more and more frequently (although they 
weren’t having sex at this point, Rita is quick to add). One night, 
after the kids were asleep, they were laying on the couch talking 
when Rita asked him about his faith. His response took her by 
surprise:

   I remember asking him: do you believe in God? And he was like, “I don’t 

know, I don’t think so, really.” I remember getting really upset . . . but he was 

the fi rst person that I had ever talked to that had even been—and he kind 

of framed it—I don’t know . . . I was like—oh my God. It was a shock to me 

that this could happen. He was somebody that I thought was really, really 

smart. He was a good person; he came from a pretty normal family. I mean, 

like, he . . . was a pretty, you know, okay guy. I just remember thinking like, 

“Wow, like if it’s possible to doubt and . . .” It kind of opened the door. . . . I 

would say that that was THE turning point where I was—where it’s pos-

sible to doubt it.    

 If these conversations were the fi rst cracks in their faith, higher 
education widened those cracks. Nancy and Rita started taking 
classes at their local community colleges. Th ese classes defi nitely 
had a corrosive eff ect on their religiosity. Or, rather, as they would 
put it, an enlightening eff ect. 

 Rita recalled:
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   I took a world religions class. I was just really fascinated by, like, the diff erent 

kinds of beliefs that people had and I kind of really liked Hinduism for a 

while—because the religion teacher that I had was, you know, “Hinduism 

accepts everybody.” So I thought that was really cool . . . and then I started to 

kind of branch out into, like, you know, looking at Buddhism or Taoism or 

Hinduism or whatever and just kind of seeing there’s diff erent ways of looking 

at things . . . and then I think that it really started snowballing.    

 For Rita—and many others—learning about other religions 
threatened her deeply held faith because it made apparent the 
unavoidable: there are many other religions out there, all with 
their deep traditions and theological creeds. And the adherents 
of these other religions generally think that theirs is the correct, 
best, or ultimately true one. And who can say who is right? 
Furthermore, there were elements of other religions that Rita 
found attractive or commendable, things absent from Christianity. 
Th is recognition caused her to be more open-minded about other 
possible ways of believing—or not believing at all. 

 Nancy’s immersion into community college was also signifi cant. 
Th e classes she took in psychology, sociology, and history made 
her familiar with new theories about what it means to be human 
and how and why people do what they do, think what they think, 
and believe what they believe. Th ese classes caused Nancy to come 
face to face with the unavoidable insight that our beliefs are largely 
culturally determined, that our religion is often a result of social-
ization, and that our specifi c religious identity is usually the result 
of random historical circumstances beyond our control. She also 
became familiar with some of the psychological underpinnings of 
religious faith, and the result was that she became more self-re-
fl ective. When one learns about the ways in which religion can be 
socially constructed, the result can sometimes be a decreased 
surety in the grand cosmic truth claims of one’s own religion. Th e 
things Nancy learned in her classes were clearly mind-expanding, 
and they quickly chipped away at her Christianity. 

 Th ese were the main similarities in Rita’s and Nancy’s apos-
tasies: both lost their faith at the point in life when they were 
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successfully in control of their own destinies for the fi rst time, 
both were introduced to skeptical ideas by men in their lives that 
they liked and respected, and both found their immersion into 
community college an eye-opening experience that challenged 
their deeply held religious beliefs. 

 But there were also some factors that were unique to each 
woman. Looking back on her life now, Nancy considers the pre-
mature death of her father as a key initial factor in her eventual 
embrace of atheism:

   I’d probably start with my dad dying. And I’d probably say if God wanted to 

take care of me, if God wanted me to have a great life that involved maybe 

college after high school instead of drugs, then he would have took my 

mom—honestly. I mean, my dad could have taken way better care of us than 

my mom did. . . . Th ere was a lot of abuse—verbal, physical, sexual, all these 

things. I mean . . . you can’t tell me that it was because of somebody’s “free 

will” that I got my ass beat every day. Th at doesn’t make sense . . . as an adult 

refl ecting on my childhood, I would say—no, it doesn’t make sense and I 

don’t believe.    

 I reminded Nancy that when times were rough she did turn to 
God. Maybe things were good now for her, so she can sort of say 
she doesn’t believe. But what if tomorrow she were to get cancer 
or her boyfriend gets hit by a car or she started using again—
would she fi nd Jesus again?

   I would say I wouldn’t. Th is feeling that I have now is much more compel-

ling. See—I don’t know. I feel like now it’s more compelling than that ever 

was. Like it makes sense.    

 As for Rita, her life continued to improve after she attended 
community college (and stopped being a Christian). She earned a 
scholarship to transfer to a private, liberal arts college. Once 
there, she excelled, got straight A’s, and graduated with honors. 
She and her boyfriend recently bought a home, and her children 
are doing well in school. Rita believes that these successes came 
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from her own hard work, self-reliance, and “being really smart.” 
And she is convinced that being secular gave her confi dence and 
clear vision through it all.   4    

* * *

 Any one of the specifi c factors that Rita and Nancy identifi ed, 
singled out on its own, might not explain much. Take the matter 
of going to community college: most people who go to community 
college—even those who take world religions classes and loads of 
social science—don’t become apostates. Th ey leave community 
college just as religious as when they began. Or take the matter of 
having male acquaintances who are nonbelievers; surely most 
women who have had a nonbelieving boyfriend or a nonbelieving 
boss do not go on to become atheists themselves. It’s the same 
for losing a parent in childhood: most people who experience 
such a loss maintain their faith throughout their lives. Even the 
fact that both of these women became irreligious at times in their 
lives when they were becoming successfully independent may 
just be coincidental. However, if we take all of the above-discussed 
factors together, perhaps we approach an answer in explaining 
how and why these two women—two very unlikely candidates 
for atheism—rejected their religion. 

 Th ere’s one fi nal aspect of these women’s apostasies that 
strikes me as noteworthy, and that has to do with the matter of 
morality. Both women could easily be classifi ed as “more moral” 
as atheists than when they were religious. In the seven or eight 
years since Nancy lost her faith, she has not been arrested, and 
for good reason: she hasn’t broken any laws. Nor has she gotten 
drunk or high. She hasn’t been living in a way that one would 
classify as reckless, self-destructive, or unethical. It is quite the 
opposite; she has slowly but steadily continued on with her edu-
cation while working as a waitress, and as of this writing, she is 
one year away from obtaining her bachelor’s degree. And she 
describes her relationship with her long-time boyfriend as healthy 
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and happy, with plans in the works for a wedding. Th ings weren’t 
always this good or stable for Nancy, and as we saw above, it was 
actually when she was religious that she was breaking the law, 
doing drugs, and living with abusive boyfriends. Clearly, belief in 
God didn’t curb her unhealthy behavior. Th e unavoidable truth is 
that while Nancy was  religious, it was still quite easy for her to 
act irresponsibly and immorally. Yet since she has lost her faith, 
acting responsibly morally has been quite natural and easy. I 
asked her about this:

   I’m still a good person even though I can say I don’t believe in God and I know 

I’m still a good person . . . yeah, I meet good people every day who don’t go to 

church and don’t pray and I don’t necessarily know if they do or don’t believe in 

God. I meet a lot of really terrible people and I read a lot of terrible things 

about people who know there is nothing else but God . . . so, I mean . . . I know 

that I’m a good moral person, and I used to think that in order to be that I had 

to . . . God was a part of that, but I realize that it’s not.    

 Why are you a moral person then if you don’t think God’s watch-
ing you anymore?

   Because that’s just what I think everybody should do. I mean there’s really 

no . . . I mean—not that I haven’t done bad things, but I don’t know. It just 

seems like the world goes a little smoother when people are nice to each other. 

It just feels better, even though there’s no ultimate reward for me at the end 

of my day, in my head it feels better.    

 In the few years since Rita lost her faith, she has also lived a 
moral, ethical life. She stopped the excessive partying and 
drinking. Having recently graduated from college, she got a secure 
job as an assistant director of a nonprofi t organization that works 
on combating social problems plaguing poor communities. For 
the fi rst time in many years, she has health insurance. She works 
hard, and she helps out at her children’s school when possible. 
While she believed strongly in Jesus, God, heaven, and hell, she 
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still did things that many would consider sinful. Yet as her faith 
evaporated, so too did most of her sinning. 

 Interviewing individuals like Rita and Nancy made me wonder 
what postreligious life is like for other apostates. How do they 
see the world? Are they more moral now, or has their morality 
slipped since losing faith in God? Do they fear death? What is the 
meaning of life? Do they miss anything about being religious?     
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 Th e Apostate Worldview   

   It is, without a doubt, one of the most common of notions: 
morality comes from belief in God. Th is idea that secularity is 

somehow linked to moral depravity is truly widespread. For 
example, in his best-selling book, Th e Purpose Driven Life, 
Evangelical pastor Rick Warren argues that people who don’t 
hold biblically based religious beliefs have no motivation to be 
good or ethical; rather, they would lead lives of selfi sh indulgence 
and cold indiff erence to others.   1    

 Th ere is one key problem, however, with this millennia-old 
thesis: it is demonstrably false. “Th e claim that atheists are 
somehow likely to be immoral or dishonest,” observes psycholo-
gist Benjamin Beit-Hallahmi, “has long been disproven by 
systematic studies.”   2    Indeed, a plethora of sociological, psycho-
logical, and criminological studies over many decades has shown 
that secular people are just as decent and moral as religious peo-
ple, and they may actually be even more decent and moral, at least 
on certain measures.   3    As gerontologist Vern Bengston found in 
his research comparing religious and secular families, “Most of 
the non-religious were quite articulate about [their] ethics and 
value systems. Many were more passionate and articulate about 
their ethical precepts than some of the ‘religious’ individuals in 
our study.”   4    And it is important to note that atheists are notably 
underrepresented in America’s prisons.   5    And the least religious 
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countries in the world today tend to have the lowest violent crime 
and murder rates.   6    Th is holds true within the United States as 
well, where murder and violent crime rates are markedly higher 
in the Bible Belt than in the less religious regions of the country.   7    
On top of all of this, studies have shown that nonreligious people 
tend to be less supportive of the death penalty as well as the gov-
ernmental use of torture than their religious peers.   8    

 Apostates have lived on both sides of the fence: they’ve been 
religious, and they’ve been secular. How did their morality change 
as a result? In the aftermath of their loss of faith, do they subse-
quently experience a loss of moral direction? Do they fi nd it 
harder to make ethical choices and live moral lives? Th e answer to 
both of these questions appears to be an unequivocal “no.” Th ey 
did not experience a loss of moral focus after rejecting religion 
and they did not fi nd it harder to make moral choices once they 
had abandoned their faith. Th is fi nding helps to establish the 
important fact that morality is certainly possible without reli-
gion or a belief in God. But I would even take it a step farther and 
argue that morality actually improves after individuals undergo a 
transition from being religious to secular. As many apostates 
emphatically explained to me, their own personal morality was 
sharpened, enhanced, and ultimately became more mature once 
they left religion behind.  

    MORALITY AFTER RELIGION   

 Many apostates said that while they were religious, their concept 
of what it meant to be moral tended to focus on specifi c, “taboo” 
things, such as not masturbating, not having premarital sex, or 
not doing drugs. If you resisted such temptations, you were “moral.” 
Morality essentially tended to be a sort of laundry list of do’s and 
don’ts: do pray, do read the Bible, don’t drink alcohol, don’t look at 
pornography. Stealing was also considered bad, as was lying—es-
pecially to one’s parents. Now, as apostates, there is less concern 
with these specifi c do’s and don’ts, especially as related to sexual 
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matters, drinking, or other such private indulgences. What is 
important to apostates is how they treat other people. Stealing 
and lying are of course still considered immoral, but the basic 
underlying reasons as to why these acts are seen as immoral has 
changed. As religious believers, they felt it was wrong to steal or lie 
because it was bad in the eyes of God. As secular nonbelievers, they 
see stealing and lying as wrong because it causes others pain or 
loss, and it helps foster a world lacking in trust or concern for the 
well-being of others. While religious, they felt bad about lying pri-
marily because they knew it would upset God, and they feared his 
condemnation. As apostates, they feel bad about lying because 
they know they have wronged someone, and they understand that 
lying ultimately has negative social and emotional consequences. 
Th us, the most important, fundamental element of apostate 
morality is its underlying motivation. While religious, most men 
and women I interviewed were motivated to be moral largely out 
of a sense of fear: fear of hell, fear of God’s anger, fear of a priest’s 
pious rebukes. Being moral was also enmeshed with obedience: 
obedience to God’s will, obedience to the Bible, or obedience to the 
pastor’s word. However, as apostates, fear and obedience are no 
longer the principal motivational mechanisms underlying morality. 
Rather, apostate morality is based upon understanding the ramifi -
cations of one’s actions, having genuine empathy for others, and 
realizing that the world is simply a better place when people act 
ethically toward one another. In fact, if we consider the common 
model of moral development as articulated by social psychologist 
Lawrence Kohlberg, it is clear that secular morality is more 
advanced and more mature, existing at a higher stage of ethical 
development than religious morality.   9    

 Chuck, age 36, is a former Pentecostal Christian. He feels that 
he is more moral now as an atheist than he ever was as a believer. 
For him, obedience to God out of fear of eternal damnation does 
not render an individual moral:

   If someone takes a gun to my head and tells me to go to the ATM and with-

draw the maximum amount and give it to me—and I do so because I don’t 
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want to be shot in the head—I don’t call myself generous. So, I don’t think 

that you can call yourself “good” for obeying God. Th at doesn’t—to me—

that’s not good. Th at’s not goodness. . . . One thing that drives me nuts is when 

religious people claim all the time that “you cannot know good unless you 

know God.” I think it’s exactly the opposite: you cannot possibly be good if 

you’re just being good because you don’t want to suff er eternal punishment.    

 Stanley is 38 years old, and he grew up in a small town in Texas. 
He was deeply religious and had been groomed from an early age 
for the pulpit. But as he got older, and walked away from 
Christianity, his morality became much more secular:

   I think that there’s a lot of benefi ts from truthfulness, from trying not to 

harm other people or other things, and to try and minimize your negative 

impact on the world. You don’t have to have religion for that, I don’t think. 

I mean, there are tons of reasons for that that make much more sense to me 

than worrying about if I’m going to be punished if I do or don’t do this kind of 

stuff .    

 From Henry, age 41, and a former Baptist:

   If I screw someone over, the immediate consequence is I feel awful and when 

you live with yourself and you feel awful about yourself, there’s no escaping it. 

It’s a horrible thing . . . mainly, it’s my own conscience. I just don’t want to be 

the cause of suff ering for others. I think that morality comes from simply 

being human. Having the senses to perceive pain and suff ering. . . . It doesn’t 

take a religion to understand that we’re social primates that have to get along, 

and we’re trying to do that. When I was a Christian, I remember being moti-

vated by what I thought God wanted . . . now, I feel like I am good because I’ve 

made the decision to be good.    

 Milton, age 45 and a former devout Catholic who is now an athe-
ist, puts it this way:

   I think societies work better when people are deciding for themselves how they 

should act towards each other and . . . not factoring their ethical decisions 
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through this third party. Th ey’re not outsourcing their moral decisions. Th ey’re 

making them themselves.    

 In  Mere Christianity , C. S. Lewis argues that human beings cannot 
be truly good or moral without faith in God and without submis-
sion to the will of Christ. Unfortunately, Lewis does not provide 
any actual data for his assertions. Th ey are nothing more than the 
mild musings of a wealthy British man, pondering the state of 
humanity’s soul between his sips of tea. Had Lewis actually famil-
iarized himself with real human beings of the secular sort, per-
haps sat and talked with them, he would have had to reconsider 
this notion. As so many apostates explained to me, morality is 
most certainly possible beyond the confi nes of faith. Can people 
be good without God? Can a moral orientation be sustained and 
developed outside of a religious context? Th e answer to both of 
these questions is a resounding yes.   10     

    THE MEANING OF LIFE   

 Another widespread assumption is that religion maintains a 
unique, privileged position as something that infuses life with 
meaning. And just like the age-old assertion that people need 
religion in order to have morals, it is often argued that people 
need religion in order to experience a deep, satisfying, mean-
ingful life. I’ve heard it many times: without religion or belief in 
the existence of God, life is somehow empty, vacuous, anemic, 
purposeless. Again, C. S. Lewis provides us with a good example. 
Th roughout the latter half of  Mere Christianity , Lewis argues 
that life is empty without an abiding faith in Jesus Christ—it 
becomes a charade of selfi shness, sexual immorality, and dark-
ness. Indeed, a life without Christ is, at root, “only hatred, lone-
liness, despair, rage, ruin, and decay.”   11    No equivocation there. 

 But if we simply look at the worldviews of the apostates I 
interviewed, we can see that Lewis was way off  the mark. Most 
of them see no ultimate, grand, or magically divine meaning of 



( 126 ) Faith No More

life, but they don’t despair. Rather, they believe that each person 
must fi nd his or her own meaning—which, for apostates, seems 
to be easy enough.   12    

 Consider Joanna, age 24, a former Catholic who now describes 
herself as agnostic:

   To me, what brings meaning to life is making the world as much of my own 

heaven as I can. . . . We don’t have any proof of what happens after we die. 

Why wouldn’t we live this life to the most full and honest potential that we 

can?    

 According to Daphne, age 29 and a former Evangelical Protestant 
who now describes herself as secular:

   I think the meaning of life is just relationships with people. I don’t need to 

have God love me because I have friends and family that love me and I think 

it’s about being the best person that I can be and the best friend that I can be 

and having relationships here with real people.    

 Scott is 36 years old, and he was born and raised in North Dakota 
among conservative Lutherans. Today, he’s agnostic. Here is his 
take on the meaning of life:

   Th e meaning of life is to fi nd your purpose. . . . I think the purpose is sort of 

a hybrid of trying to advance you and your family and do something good, 

but more importantly, to leave something good behind for the rest of 

humankind.    

 Eugene is 72 years old. Born in Atlanta, he was raised a Protestant, 
but he came to realize that he was an atheist when he was in his 
twenties. When I asked Eugene what he thought was the meaning 
of life, he replied,

   I don’t know if there’s a meaning to life. . . . I guess I’d have to say as far as the 

meaning of life, who knows? You know, generally compassion, fairness . . . those 

kinds of things. So if you ask me what’s the meaning of life, I have a hard time 
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answering that because I don’t know if there is a meaning in life. I suppose the 

purpose of life . . . is to try to have as good a life as you can, be kind and good to 

other people, try to do something useful with your life. . . . I don’t look for the 

meaning of life somewhere up there. Here we are on earth, let’s do the best we 

can to live in harmony, live a good life, try to be happy as you can.    

 Although Eugene doesn’t believe in a grand or God-inspired 
meaning of life, he is in no sense an apathetic nihilist. He’s lived 
his life as a committed family man. He taught high school biology 
for 30 years. He loves to hike. He reads a lot and has strong opin-
ions about politics. Eugene, and others like him whom I inter-
viewed, are living proof that it is clearly possible to live a 
meaningful life beyond the confi nes of religion. For most, life 
after or without religion does not result in anomie, depression, 
or a paralyzing sense of meaningless. 

 Consider Henry, a 41-year-old former Catholic, who ventured 
more into Protestant circles in his teens, only to become an athe-
ist in his early twenties. As he explained:

   To me, life has meaning simply because we’re here, whether we like it or not. 

And there are many ways we can improve our situation and help others who 

are in need. . . . In essence, I believe life is its own reward. . . . After divesting 

myself of religion, life in general fi nally made sense. I found life MORE enjoy-

able. . . . Not believing in some afterlife or “second coming” means I am more 

focused on the here and now, preserving life, preventing suff ering, doing my 

part to be environmentally conscious. I no longer see this body and Earth as 

some lobby for an afterlife. Th is life is precious.     

    DEATH   

 In 2005, I moved to Denmark with my family for over a year, to 
study what life is like in one of the least religious countries in the 
world. Over the course of that year, I conducted in-depth inter-
views with nearly 150 people, asking them about their  religious 
beliefs (or lack thereof), views about life and death, and much 
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more. One of the most consistent fi ndings from that research 
concerned death. Among these contemporary Scandinavians, 
what I found was a widely shared, remarkably common orienta-
tion to death that could be characterized as one of simple, stoic 
acceptance. Th e majority of those I interviewed said that they 
didn’t worry or obsess too much about death, but they calmly 
understood that it was the natural, inevitable conclusion to every 
life. And there’s nothing afterwards—no heaven, no hell. For most 
Scandinavians, this is the only life we will ever have. And that’s 
okay. Even good. Or if not good, well, then just the way it is.   13    

 I was curious if American apostates would have a similar view 
of death. So I asked them: what do they think happens after we 
die? What are your feelings about your own imminent demise? 

 Chuck, age 36 and a former Pentecostal Christian, off ered a 
response that was fairly typical among most of those 
interviewed:

   I think that it’s likely that we die and we just die and we carry on through our 

progeny and through the good works that we’ve done and the bad works that 

we’ve done and so forth. I believe in karma—in the sense that it’s a force that 

carries on sort of like a ripple eff ect through the universe. So, I don’t know 

that I really believe in an afterlife existence. Actually—I don’t believe in an 

afterlife existence. But I remain open.    

 How does it make you feel—not knowing—or thinking there 
isn’t an afterlife existence?

   It makes me feel just fi ne. I really think that mortality is the savior of human-

kind. For me, it’s a good thing because it means that what we do right now is 

super important because you only get one chance to do it and, you know, you 

never know when your time is going to be up. . . . I guess for me it’s not a bad 

thing at all. It’s a redemptive thing.    

 From Penny, age 29, another common response:

   I don’t really think anything happens. I think we die and it’s over.    
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 Isn’t that a terrifying thought?

   I think it was originally. But I don’t think it is anymore. I think it makes the 

life that we have more valuable and more important. It makes me want to 

have more of an infl uence on the world while I’m here because this is it. Th is is 

my only shot.    

 Most apostates shared similar sentiments. Clearly, Scandinavia 
isn’t the only place on earth where one can quite easily fi nd 
men and women, of all ages, who peacefully accept the unavoid-
able fact of their own eventual demise, who either don’t believe 
in life after death or simply aren’t too sure about there being 
any real postmortality possibilities—and they are okay with 
that. Th is lack of belief in life after death, or a lack of surety 
that there is any more after this earthly existence, does not 
unhinge these apostates. It does not shatter their knees or 
destroy their wills. Th ey carry on with their lives, fi nding 
fulfi llment. Clearly, life can be enjoyed while maintaining the 
belief or suspicion that this is all there is. In fact, for some peo-
ple, believing that “this is all there is” makes life better, richer, 
and more precious.  

    LOSS   

 Is there a downside to rejecting one’s religion? Th e answer, at 
least for some, is that apostasy certainly has its costs. First off , 
the rejection of  religion can sometimes render one an outcast, 
straining and even destroying personal relationships with family 
and friends. But there is more. Some people, such as Nathan, 
miss the powerful feeling of being connected to God that had 
been such a major part of their lives for many years.

   Th e absolute best thing about being religious—or I should say, being an 

Evangelical Christian—was the deep personal relationship that I thought 

I had with God. I mean, it’s a powerful thing to imagine that the God of the 
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universe is on your side, talking to you on a daily basis, and that you’re  actually 

communicating with that God. Th at’s powerful. And I think that gave me 

some confi dence, and it gave me a sense of—that my future was really sealed 

and that God had good things waiting for me—a sense of optimism. . . . Not 

only that—the worship experience. To this day, I’m trying to fi gure out how—

when you have really powerful praise and worship when you’re with a group 

of people—that’s a powerful experience. I do miss that—something that 

gives me the same kind of sense of passion.    

 For Trent, age 19, leaving the church and rejecting Christianity 
was, at least in the fi rst year or two, quite hard:

   It was a little bit saddening for me because I had used it as like a way to feel 

more secure in life, and felt like I had a purpose and a direction. Losing that 

made me really feel, like, lost. Like, well, if I’m not so sure that there is this 

Christian God or if like the Bible like is the word of God, then like what am 

I doing here? What am I supposed to be? And . . . I still don’t necessarily have 

a clear sense of purpose for my life. Which is something that I miss. Because 

it just feels so much more secure, like: “I KNOW why I’m here . . . I KNOW my 

goals.” Like, I don’t really have that anymore. But . . . it’s not as bad as it was 

at fi rst . . . I’ve moved on a bit.    

 For Tony, age 47, his loss of faith was not something he “chose,” 
but it was something that just happened over time. And while 
Tony certainly prefers his irreligious worldview to his former 
Christian worldview, he can still recall the personal and 
psychological benefi ts of his former belief system:

   Th ere’s a sense of purpose, there’s a sense of assurance—assurance not on 

every doctrinal point, but an assurance of who Christ is, the centrality of 

that—a direction. I was fairly focused that way. It gave you somewhere to 

work towards. I think that was some of the value there. . . . Th e worst thing 

[about being a nonbeliever] . . . is there’s not a fi rm—it’s mushy. And mushy’s 

both good and bad. But it’s mushy, and it’s sand and it moves and it changes 

and it’s hard to reconcile things at times. It’s hard to understand—you go one 

way and a few months later you think, “Oh, I don’t know if I believe that.” 
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You’re going back and forth and back and forth on things. . . . I also do miss a 

sense of community and direction.    

 Tony was not the only apostate to mention a loss of community. 
In fact, it was the most common answer expressed when it came 
to the downside of apostasy, coming up in interview after inter-
view. And the fact that so many apostates cited the loss of 
community as the worst thing about their loss of faith tells us a 
lot about that most important and powerful function of religion 
in many people’s lives—it provides meaningful social interac-
tion. As Mark Regnerus notes, “Th e local religious congregation 
is the most popular voluntary organization in America and often 
provides adherents with readily available social networks.”   14    
Religion is, above all things, a steady and solid source of com-
munal bonding. Angels, demons, prophets, miracles, saviors, sac-
rifi ces, prayers, songs, sacred writings, moral teachings, and 
promises of eternal life notwithstanding, a major reason for why 
people are religiously involved is because it provides them with 
community, a sense of belonging, a social system, a consistent 
and steady home away from home where people care for one 
another, know one another, support one another, inquire about 
each other’s kids, make arrangements for each other’s funerals, 
celebrate each other’s joys, and live together year after year in a 
seasonal cycle of meaningful human interaction and communal 
purpose. As Greg Epstein acknowledges, for many people, reli-
gion “is about group identifi cation—the community and the con-
nections we need to live.”   15    Th e theme song from the top 1980s 
TV show  Cheers  says it best: we all want to go somewhere where 
everybody knows our name and is always glad we came—a place 
where everybody’s troubles are all the same. And if this place also 
channels people’s energies into doing good deeds and feeling a 
sense of higher purpose and intimacy with a supposed divine 
being, all the better. Th e secular life is largely absent of such a 
place, and apostates often feel that absence. 

 Max, age 65, has been nonreligious since he was 14 years old. 
And he has always felt that the one thing religious people have 
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that secular people lack is a strong community. He remembers how 
important church life was to his family, particularly his own father, 
who turned to his congregation for comfort when his wife died:

   I think there was a lot of comfort in our case. And I feel this is a very powerful 
force in religion, and one that nonreligious people haven’t found how to deal 
with yet, and that’s the congregation and the camaraderie between those who 
believe. . . .   

  Th at was very strong in our case. My dad went to many of the church-
related things and we had several friends within the church that we often ate 
at their house or they ate at ours. We would call on them for help in a situation, 
and they were very helpful, like when my mother died. Th ey brought food. 
Th at is a strength of religion that we’re lacking.    

 Carol, age 21, said,

   I miss the community—the best thing about being religious is the community. 

I had a very diff erent connection with my church friends than I had with my 

school friends. We were just . . . I mean, we were in the good fi ght together. We 

were just involved in so many diff erent activities.    

 Human beings are social animals, and without social interac-
tion, we get depressed. Indeed, the very fi rst major study in the 
development of the discipline of sociology, published toward 
the end of the 1800s, was Emile Durkheim’s  Suicide , and the 
key fi nding in that groundbreaking study was that suicide rates 
are higher where there is less social integration and people are 
relatively isolated from one another, while conversely, suicide 
rates are lower where social life is dense and enmeshed, and 
people are well-integrated with one another. Fast-forward 
about 100 years to another major sociological study—Robert 
Putnam’s best-selling  Bowling Alone —and we are presented 
with similar fi ndings. Putnam found that social pathologies 
are worse in societies marked by low levels of social integration 
and “social capital,” whereas societies in which people are 
socially engaged and communally involved are characterized 
by numerous indicators of well-being, prosperity, and social 
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harmony. I have no doubt that the numerous studies showing 
the degree to which religious people tend to experience better 
or higher levels of well-being than nonreligious people can be 
attributed to the social, communal aspect of religious involve-
ment.   16    People who belong to religious congregations will gen-
erally feel better and even be healthier than people who 
don’t—simply because being part of a united, hope-driven, 
communal group is a sustaining, positive experience for most 
 people, while isolation often isn’t.  

    LIBERATION   

 Every single apostate agreed that the rewards of a more secular 
orientation far outweigh the costs. While there was much to be 
lost in rejecting their faith, there was far more to be gained. When 
I asked how it felt to lose their religious beliefs and/or leave their 
religion—and what the best thing about being an apostate was—
my interviewees had quite a lot to say. Th is was often one of the 
high points of each interview, when I could sense people’s 
demeanors brighten a bit as they spoke of the joys of apostasy. 
For these men and women, being nonreligious was liberatory. It 
meant being more open to others and the possibilities of the 
world, being more truthful with oneself about one’s inner convic-
tions, being free.   17    

 Daphne, age 38, and a former Christian, described her apos-
tasy this way:

   It’s very liberating to feel like I’m in charge of my life. And I don’t have to buy 

into these things and I can think for myself and can fi gure things out on my 

own and can still be a good person. And I don’t have to be so judgmental about 

other people because they don’t believe the same thing. You can appreciate 

other people in a diff erent way and not feel sorry for them. Because that was 

a big thing—you kind of feel sorry for non-Christians because they just don’t 

get it and, you know, you can witness to them, but then if they don’t accept—

they’re going to hell. It’s just a weird way of looking at the world. It’s like “us” 



( 134 ) Faith No More

and “them” which—it doesn’t have to be us and them. Which it’s not any-

more, which is nice.    

 Judy, age 27, is a former religious Jew:

   Th e best thing—I feel like I see things pretty clearly for myself. I feel like I’m 

governing my own path. . . . I see the world in the way that I want to see the 

world and not in the way that books are telling me to see the world. I’m able 

to sort of draw from lots of diff erent perspectives and kind of—experiences—

and kind of glean my own understanding and I like that.    

 From David, age 58, and a former Jehovah’s Witness:

   I feel very liberated . . . very, very liberated and enlightened. I feel very free. 

Th e freedom that I enjoy, it’s . . . it’s refreshing, to say the least. . . . Now I am 

free from the fear of religion and the clutches . . . I don’t have anybody 

controlling what I have to think, what I have to read, what I have to say, who 

to marry, how to make love . . . none of that. I am free to do what I need to do 

or what I have to do within the concepts of civil laws.    

 From Haneefa, age 26, and a former Muslim:

   I must tell you when I let go of religion, one thing I felt was relief. I feel a 

profound sense of relief. I don’t have any more unanswered questions. I 

know there’s science to explain it and everything makes sense to me now. I 

can just live my life knowing I have control of my life. Th ere is no afterlife. 

Th is is it, make the most of it, and that’s why I feel a great sense of relief.    

* * *

 In America today, there is a stigma attached to being openly god-
less.   18    Atheists and nonreligious people are not well liked. For 
instance, a 2006 study found that atheists are perhaps the most 
despised group within the United States. When people were 
asked which of the following groups “shares my vision of 
American society,” out of a list that included Muslims, homosex-
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uals, Jews, Hispanics, African Americans, immigrants, and so 
on, atheists came in last place. And in a subsequent question 
about whether one would disapprove if one’s child married 
someone from a list of minority groups (Muslims, Jews, 
Hispanics, African Americans, etc.), again atheists fared the 
worst, with nearly half of Americans stating that they would dis-
approve of their child marrying an atheist. Th e authors of this 
study concluded that “atheists are at the top of the list of groups 
that Americans fi nd problematic.”   19    And a 2002 Pew Forum on 
Religion and Public Life survey found that 54% of Americans 
have a mostly or very unfavorable opinion of atheists (the most 
disliked group of all options presented), and just over 28% have 
a mostly or very unfavorable opinion of “people who are not reli-
gious.”   20    Furthermore, a 1999 Gallup Poll found that when peo-
ple were asked if they would feel comfortable voting for president 
someone who was a woman, or Jewish, Catholic, Mormon, Black, 
a homosexual, atheist, and so on, atheists again came in last; 
while over 90% of Americans said they would feel comfortable 
voting for a woman, Black, Jew, or Catholic candidate, and over 
70% for a Mormon, and nearly 60% for a homosexual, only 49% 
said they would feel comfortable voting for an atheist for 
president.   21    

 But it isn’t just within public opinion polls that one fi nds a 
decidedly negative appraisal of secular people. John Dominic 
Crossan has equated atheism with “the state of being a sociopath 
or a psychopath.”   22    John D. Caputo has written that people who 
don’t love God aren’t “worth a tinker’s damn” and that anyone 
who isn’t theistically religious is nothing more than a “selfi sh and 
pusillanimous curmudgeon . . . a loveless lout.”   23    Rodney Stark, a 
sociologist of religion, has publicly described nonbelieving, irre-
ligious people as “prickly” and “just angry.”   24    And, of course, 
according to the pastor Rick Warren, people who don’t believe in, 
worship, and obediently obey God are directionless, self-absorbed 
humans whose life has no purpose. 

 Sociopathic, angry, loveless, purposeless—are these the 
proper adjectives to accurately describe apostates, most of whom 
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are atheists or agnostics? No. Not even close. No one who sits 
down with former believers and talks to them in depth about 
their lives, values, experiences, and personal worldviews could 
ever off er up such a fl agrantly mistaken appraisal. Men and 
women who have rejected their religion in favor of a more secular 
worldview do not live without purpose or love, and they are not 
immoral curmudgeons, living heartless and empty lives predi-
cated on self-indulgence and immorality. Th e vast majority of 
apostates I met live goal-fi lled lives characterized by direction 
and achievement. Most have graduated from college, and many 
possess advanced degrees. Th ey have good jobs. Th e majority 
enjoy meaningful relationships with spouses, children, parents, 
lovers, relatives, friends, and colleagues. Th ey fi nd sustaining 
purpose and joy in their secular lives, and they believe that the 
lack of an afterlife actually heightens the purpose and meaning 
of this life. Th ey accept the fi nality of their own deaths, and the 
knowledge of their own mortality does not render them detached 
or depressed but actually serves to increase their love of life. As 
for morality, most apostates fi nd that their sense of right and 
wrong—their ethical compass—has improved and strengthened 
in the wake of their apostasy. And while they may experience a 
certain degree of loss as a result of their rejection of religion—
particularly in terms of communal ties—what they have gained 
from their loss of faith is a sense of freedom, liberation, open-
ness, and truthfulness. 

 But aren’t apostates angry? Sure, at certain times during var-
ious interviews, anger would surface. Th ere was Jack, who still 
harbors some resentment toward the priests in his Catholic 
high school who used to yell at him and regularly “beat the hell” 
out of him in the locker room. Th ere was Rachel, who still feels 
a sting of anger when she recalls how her Jehovah’s Witness 
parents refused to allow her younger brother to receive a des-
perately needed blood transfusion as he lay dying on a cold 
hospital bed. Th ere was Victor, who fi nds it annoying when the 
coaches of his son’s baseball team require that all the boys form 
a group huddle and pray, with eyes closed and hats off , before 
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each game. Th ere was also Guillermo, who became irate when 
talking about how several of his cousins were molested by a 
Catholic priest back in the 1980s. Th ere were many other apos-
tates who expressed anger toward clergy that they felt were 
hypocritical; toward religious teachings that they felt had been 
detrimental to their personal growth and well-being; toward 
parents and grandparents who had instilled such a dreaded fear 
of hell into their young imaginations; toward fellow congre-
gants who expressed such hostility toward gay rights, vegetari-
anism, women’s rights, or human rights; and toward relatives 
who condemned them as worthless, evil, or immoral for having 
rejected religion. But is anger their general or overriding dispo-
sition? Absolutely not. Anger was merely one emotion that had 
a tendency to bubble up at punctuated moments during inter-
views, when specifi c memories or topics came forth, prodded by 
my specifi c questions. By and large, the vast majority of apos-
tates that I interviewed were kind, open, friendly, thoughtful, 
content, and optimistic, and they even expressed respect for 
certain aspects of religion and acceptance of people who are 
still religious. A fi ne example is Eugene. Although he realized 
that he was an atheist when he was in his twenties, he married 
a Catholic woman and had no problem raising his children with 
her in that tradition.

   I don’t feel any animosity about religion. . . . Actually, when I develop friend-

ships, it doesn’t seem to matter. . . . I have friends now I know are quite reli-

gious, but we just don’t get into it. We don’t discuss it. It’s just—to me—it’s 

irrelevant to the friendship, or to even being a good human being, whether 

you are or not. I take the view that if your religion helps you and you feel good 

about it and you feel comfortable and you feel this is the core of your being, 

then by all means you should continue with that . . . as long as you’re comfort-

able with it.    

 Th e notion that apostates are riddled with hostility, the claim 
that secular people are nothing buy angry curmudgeons, the 
insistence that one needs religion or faith in God to be moral, the 
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belief that all humans fear death and that without a belief in 
immortality life would be unbearable, and the idea that without 
religion life is somehow meaningless—all of these widely touted 
assertions are simply untrue. Th ere is no empirical data support-
ing their validity, and in fact there is a growing body of evidence 
that fl atly contradicts them as nothing more than unsubstanti-
ated stereotypes.     
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All in the Family?   

   W hile many people I interviewed described both of their 
parents as being religious, others painted a diff erent pic-

ture. Often, apostates had at least one parent who was somewhat 
nonreligious. I say “somewhat” nonreligious, because the depth 
of their distance from or disinterest in religion varied. Some were 
outright atheists, proud and outspoken in their secularity. But 
others were simply unenthusiastic about religion, humbly indif-
ferent, but went along with it anyway, just because their husband 
or wife wanted them to. 

 For example, Mercedes described her family this way:

   I grew up in a very traditional Catholic family—and more on the side of my 

mom. My Dad not so much. My Dad basically didn’t really have a reli-

gion. . . . My Dad really didn’t care. He never opposed my mom and he allowed 

us to go through baptism, confi rmation, church, and he was always present at 

those religious events. But he—he never had a religion. But he obeyed the 

rules of the family, which was basically to do what my mom said  

[laughter] . . . . My mom always prayed—and she’s still praying—for his 

conversion, you know  [laughter].   

 Haneefa had a similar upbringing:
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   It was mostly my mom who would tell me these [Islamic] stories. My dad 

almost never talked about it. So my mom, like, right before going to bed, she 

would tell me stories and I remember asking her, you know, “What’s heaven 

like?” Th ings like that, when I was a kid. When I got to high school, she did 

hire a mullah to teach my brother and I how to read the Qu’ran. . . . Dad just 

never, ever talked about it at all. So I think he just let my mom handle the 

religious stuff .    

 For Sasha, her dad was the religious one:

   My mother—she would go with us [to synagogue], but I think it was mostly 

because—just—my sister and I were younger so she just wanted to come with 

us and make sure we didn’t fi dget and everything  [laughter].  But I don’t 

really know how much she bought into Judaism. I think she did it for my Dad. 

She knew that it was really important to my Dad and his family . . . but even-

tually, she stopped going, so like, it would just be me and my Dad going.    

 Chuck’s father felt more strongly:

   My dad was absolutely atheist. Not agnostic—he was an atheist. He was into 

reading philosophy, he was like . . . my dad—hated church, hated it . . . as a 

matter of fact, what would happen . . . is that we would go to church on 

Sundays with my mom and then we would come home and my dad would be 

working in the garage. My dad was into rock collecting. He had a rock tumbler 

and all kinds of stuff . So he would be working in the garage and my brother 

and I would go out into the garage and my dad would counteract what we 

just learned  [laughter]  by reading to us or talking about philosophies or 

whatever.    

 Person after person, in interview after interview, would recall or 
recount how at least one of their parents—usually the father—
was not all that religious. Approximately half of those I inter-
viewed had at least one parent who was somewhat, if not 
decidedly, irreligious. Clearly, parental infl uence is a signifi cant 
ingredient in apostasy. In fact, according to Hart Nelson, in 
American families back in the 1980s, where the father had no 
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religion but the mother did, about one-sixth of the children grew 
up to become nonreligious. If the mother had no religion but the 
father did, then about half of their children grew up to be nonre-
ligious; if both parents were irreligious, about 85% of such chil-
dren grew up to be secular themselves.   1    And this should come as 
no surprise; decades of research have verifi ed the undeniable fact 
that parental infl uence is one of—if not  the —most important 
determinants of religious identity. It appears to be a signifi cant 
determinant of irreligious identity as well.   2    

 Th e myriad ways in which parents infl uence, shape, and deter-
mine their children’s worldviews are too numerous and play out 
on too many levels, to be fully detailed or adequately outlined 
here. Suffi  ce it to say that having at least one parent who is 
notably irreligious plants a seed in a child’s mind—by way of 
example, instruction, or both—that irreligion is a legitimate 
option. As the children grow up, no matter how religious they 
may become, that seed is always there, inside them, ready to 
sprout if watered by certain life circumstances or internal ques-
tions and doubts. Even if the nonreligious parent “goes along” 
with the religion of the family, participating fully in church activ-
ities, praying with the family around the dinner table, children 
can still sense their lack of true faith, their subtle skepticism, and 
their tempered enthusiasm.   3    

 Sometimes, of course, the nonreligious parent’s secularity isn’t 
subtle, and his or her infl uence is overt. For a vivid example of 
how having a nonreligious parent can directly infl uence a child’s 
later apostasy, consider this wonderfully illustrative recollection 
from Blanca, age 49. Blanca’s father and grandparents were 
Catholic, and she was raised accordingly. Her mother, however, 
was a nonbeliever, which clearly aff ected Blanca’s religious 
socialization:

   When I was seven—when I did my fi rst communion—I had a huge fl u. And 

I had a 104 fever. I mean, it was really horrible. I was so sick. And I was so 

bummed that the next day—because of my communion—you know, the pink 

dress and all of that. And I thought that I was not going to be able to do my fi rst 
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communion. So the next day—I woke up with no fever. And I had prayed and 

prayed and prayed—I mean . . . and I really believed that it was an action of 

God! And I kept saying to my mom, “See! See! He answered my prayers!” and 

I remember my mom saying, “Yeah, isn’t that great.” So I went to my commu-

nion and I kept saying to everybody, “I’m proof that miracles can happen!” And 

then my mom fi nally said to me, “Look—you were loaded with Tylenol, okay?” 

And I looked at her, like: how dare you? I was SO angry at her. I said, “No! No! 

Even with the medication, I was feeling better because God wanted me to feel 

better.” And she kept saying, “No.” And I hated her for that. But that stuck 

with me, you know.    

 Today, Blanca is an atheist. 
 Most people, however, did not have such clear or distinct mem-

ories of a nonreligious parent so unambiguously squelching their 
childhood faith. For most men and women, having a relatively 
nonreligious parent was not recalled or described as being 
signifi cant or overtly problematic. It wasn’t characterized as 
some sort of personal dilemma or source of family confl ict. It just 
was what it was. In fact, most people tended to describe the irre-
ligiosity of one of their parents in a rather off -handed manner, 
placing little emphasis upon it. 

 But for Milton and Ali, it was most defi nitely decisive. For 
Milton, raised a Roman Catholic in Delaware, and for Ali, raised a 
Muslim in Saudi Arabia, having an irreligious parent was actually 
a crucial problem, with secularizing consequences. 

 Milton is 45 years old. He is currently an adjunct professor of 
anthropology and is married with two children. For the fi rst 20 
years of his life, he enjoyed being Catholic, and he found it mean-
ingful and engaging. He went to a Catholic elementary school, 
and after his confi rmation his commitment only deepened. He 
collected rosaries and statuettes of saints, he studied church his-
tory and theology, and he even wore a scapular—a stringed 
adornment that you wear under your clothes that hangs over 
your shoulders, bearing religious images over your chest and 
back. He was elected president of his church youth group when 
he was 15 years old. He prayed a lot, went to confession regularly, 
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and he believed in essential Catholic teachings: the virgin birth, 
the resurrection of Jesus, heaven and hell. And yet, it was his 
belief in hell, specifi cally, that would be the fi rst domino to fall. 
He got stuck on this one, especially as it concerned his father. For 
Milton had always been taught that those who did not believe 
correctly and were not good Catholics would be spending eter-
nity in a place of eternal torment and anguish. Th is didn’t sit well 
with him. For one thing, it just seemed manifestly inhumane that 
anyone should be subject to endless suff ering for merely adhering 
to a diff erent religion or to no religion at all. But for another 
thing—and this one was much closer to home—his father was 
not very active in the Catholic faith. He wasn’t opposed to it, per 
se. He just wasn’t all that into it. He often skipped church, and he 
didn’t seem as committed as he should be. Th is worried Milton. 
His father was a loving man, a gentle man, a good husband, and 
a well-liked high school teacher. He just wasn’t that religious. For 
this he might go to hell?

   Dad . . . was a very moral person. Th e fact that he didn’t always go to church 

with us . . . didn’t mean that he wasn’t a good person. But, of course, at the 

same time, we’re learning catechism—we’re learning ideas from the church 

about the Catholic Church being the “true” church and people who don’t accept 

it are damned to hell, and so forth. So that particular problem, I remember 

thinking about at a very early age. . . . I mean, that fundamental problem of 

justice—as simplistic as it is—I remember weighing quite heavily on me. 

Who’s going to hell, and why? And why do they deserve it? And why should my 

father, if he’s such a good person, why should he be risking this? I knew there 

were people that I thought were good and that—other people that I knew and 

whose opinions counted—and also thought were good people. So I’m continu-

ally grappling with this moral dilemma of salvation and damnation and the 

justice of that.    

 By the time Milton had completed his fi rst week of college, he 
was a confi rmed atheist. 

 Like Milton, Ali could not reconcile his religion with the reality 
of his mother’s less-than-pious identity. Ali is 35 years old. He 
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was born and raised in Saudi Arabia, some 30 miles or so from 
Mecca. He currently lives in Pasadena, California, where he owns 
a small but successful company. Although Ali’s parents were both 
Muslim, they were what he described as “secular Muslims.” Th ey 
were thus Muslim mostly in terms of their heritage, upbringing, 
and identity. Sure, they celebrated various Muslim holidays 
throughout the year. But they weren’t strong believers in God, 
nor did they necessarily believe that the Qu’ran was divine in 
nature. Th ey didn’t follow all the rules and laws of the Muslim 
faith. Th ey were modern in their styles and tastes, well educated 
and Westernized. Th ey lived in a sort of “secularized social bubble” 
in Saudi Arabia, spending time with like-minded friends who 
weren’t opposed to drinking alcohol at social events, who enjoyed 
American pop music, who believed in equality between men and 
women, and were critical of the lack of democracy in Saudi 
society. 

 Th is was Ali’s life at home. But school was another story. Th ere, 
Ali was surrounded by fundamentalist Islam. Of the 13 subjects 
he was required to take at school, fi ve were solely about religion. 
He learned to pray, to memorize and recite the Qu’ran, and to 
follow all the rules and laws of the Wahhabi sect. It was a severe 
version of Islam:

   Islam as a religion teaches that if you—like, it’s not a questioning religion. It’s 
not a progressive religion. It just isn’t—at least the one I got taught. Sure, 
there’s maybe softer versions. But not the one I learned in Saudi Arabia. Th e 
one I learned in Saudi Arabia was a very intolerant, very violent Islam. You 
know, if you change your religion from Islam to another, the version of Islam 
that I learned had the punishment be death.  

  Th e way the religion is structured is whoever would kill me, would actually 
get religious bonus points in the eyes of God. Th e Islam we learned was not a 
peaceful Islam. It wasn’t a tolerant Islam.    

 Many of Ali’s friends were devout, as were many of his teachers. 
He was impressed by their serious piety and tried to emulate it. 
He began to follow their lead, immersing himself in Islam’s ways. 
And he was good at it. He was eventually selected to be the 
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muezzin for his class—the one who leads/sings the calls to prayer. 
Th is was quite an honor. For an extended period of time, he strad-
dled the fence: he immersed himself within the holy world of 
Islam while at school and among his friends, but he also enjoyed 
the more secular atmosphere at home. He wanted to be religious, 
to love God, and to be a pious Muslim in word and deed. But then 
the harsh reality of Islam came up against the loving reality of his 
mother:

   I recall one of the times that allowed me to even question all of this doctrine 

was—at a very young age—a religion teacher was describing, you know, 

I guess what he called the “good” Muslim woman and the “bad” Muslim 

woman. His description of the “bad” Muslim woman was a woman who didn’t 

cover her hair and the “good” one being the one who would cover her hair, and 

obviously her body. Th e “good” Muslim woman was the one that, for example, 

shunned drinking alcohol and the “bad” one would, whatever socially or—

drink alcohol. He also mentioned fraternizing with men who were not her 

immediate family—husband or children. So I remember sitting there in 

class . . . thinking to myself that this guy, his version of the “bad” Muslim 

woman—he is describing my mother. I internally and emotionally felt like 

I had to make a choice over following this doctrine or choosing my mother. . . . So 

in that moment, the structure of like what this invisible God in the cloud says 

is right or wrong had a big question mark on it. . . . Th is woman was as good of 

a human being as I had ever encountered, beyond the fact that I loved her and 

she was my mother. . . . So I think that was the moment that this whole Islam 

business came into question as a pathway to some form of truth.    

 Today, Ali is a nonbeliever.  

    RAISING THEIR OWN   

 What about adult apostates who have kids of their own?   4    
 Because apostates have tasted the fruit of religion and found it 

wanting, they have a distinct vantage point. Now that they are 
secular, how have they raised their own children? What have they 
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taught them about faith and reason, religion and secularity, God 
and doubt? 

 Th ere is a unique worry that faces many apostate parents: how 
do they impart their values and beliefs to their children without 
“brainwashing” them? Most apostate parents realize that they 
initially became religious only because their parents raised them 
to be religious. While they certainly want to pass on their own 
secular values, secular opinions, and secular beliefs to their chil-
dren, they don’t want to “commit the same crime” of indoctri-
nating their kids to think just like them. Th ey’d like their children 
to come to their own decisions about religion, life, death, and 
morality—something they themselves weren’t allowed to do. 
Yet, simply by sharing their views about their own secularity—
simply by not going to church regularly—how can they avoid 
infl uencing their children? It is very diffi  cult. Perhaps impos-
sible. And this is something that religious parents simply don’t 
face, for the most part. For religious parents—especially the 
strongly devout and heavily involved—it is a joy and a duty to 
bring up their children in the fold, to teach them the tenets of 
their religion with earnest devotion, and to do all they can to 
ensure that their children become enmeshed in their religious 
tradition. It is just what a good parent ought to do. But for par-
ents who are apostates, there is much more self-doubt when it 
comes to raising children to be secular or not.   5    

 When I asked apostates how they raised their kids, the 
answers ran the gamut. Some actually wanted their kids to be 
religiously involved and religiously informed. Th ey wanted 
them to have experiences similar to those they themselves had 
as kids, to learn the songs, the prayers, and the stories that had 
been a part of their own upbringing. If their kids then wanted 
to later reject that religion as they got older, that would be fi ne. 
But they should at least have the experience fi rst. Other par-
ents worked hard to raise their kids without any knowledge or 
sense of religion whatsoever. Th ey wanted them to be raised in 
a fully secular home—and if, as they got older, they decided 
to explore religion, well, that would be their own choice. Most 
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 parents, however, haphazardly hovered somewhere between 
these two approaches, seeking to give their kids some sort of 
religious experience or immersion, while at the same time mak-
ing it clear that religion wasn’t the be-all and end-all. Most 
apostate parents are thus quite confl icted. 

 One man who clearly struggled with the question of how to 
raise his kids is Victor. A former altar boy, he was raised a strong 
Catholic, and his wife was as well. But they both rejected religion 
in their teens. Once they had kids of their own, however, it 
somehow felt wrong to deprive them of a religious upbringing. 
And yet, at the same time, Victor and his wife didn’t want to have 
anything to do with formal Roman Catholicism. Th ey ended up 
going to a local Protestant congregation for a spell, but even that 
didn’t quite work out:

   We tried to go to the Methodist Church for a while, because our neighbor 

down the street was a good member there and a very interested member. 

Th at’s where I think the guilt comes in. Th at you feel like: I was raised with 

religion and everybody around me says, “You’ve got to give your kids 

something. You’ve got to give them some religion.” And I was like, well, why? 

But that’s where the guilt comes in. Are we doing something wrong? Is there 

some sort of fundamental thing about being a citizen that makes religion 

mean something to these kids later in life? Or is it just a bunch of dogma that 

you dump into their brains and let them swim through it, you know? So, we 

thought: well, it’s a family thing to do—go to church on Sundays. So we did it 

for a while, you know, off  and on for a couple of years until we just decided we 

just couldn’t take it anymore.    

 Have your kids ever come home from school and asked, “What 
do we believe?” Or “Is there a God?” You ever have that 
conversation?

   I think they have. . . . I haven’t really paid much attention to it. Wendy 

explains it to them some way as “people are people and they believe diff er-

ent things.” I have to admit, I’m probably harsh on religion. I’ve said I don’t 

have any use for it. . . . I wonder: when you’re raised religious, then you 
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don’t have religion—and when you were raised without religion, do you 

crave it later? I don’t know. I don’t know.    

 Beatrice, age 39, shared her own struggles as an apostate parent:

   My father is really big on “faith is a gift.” And he says to me, “It makes me so 

sad that you have lost your faith because I really do think that it is important 

for your children to be raised having faith in something.” So I think—and 

what I did, too—and I did this purely for him, and I actually struggle with it 

because—and I don’t think I would do it today—but I had both my kids bap-

tized Catholic. Purely because he would not let it go. It was something he was 

so adamant about and asking me about and it was aff ecting our relationship. 

So I just said, screw it, okay, I’ll do it. . . . With Eve, my daughter, she asked me 

when she was probably three or four years old—what is God and who is God 

and what is heaven? I remember—and I’d still do it in this way—I put it in 

the context of some people believe that there is a God and He is looking down 

on you all the time and watching you and protecting you and helping you 

choose right from wrong. I don’t think at the time I said, “I don’t believe in 

this,” but I did say, “and if that’s what you believe, if that’s what you want to 

believe then that’s perfectly okay.” . . . Th en, for some reason, when she was 

fi ve . . . I don’t know why I did this, but I bought a children’s Bible. I thought, 

well, she’s asking about God, she’s asking about Jesus, we celebrate Christmas 

so maybe it’s time to just, you know, share like stories from the Bible. So 

I bought this children’s Bible and we would read a few stories and she would 

say, did this really happen? I said, “You know, some people believe this really 

did happen, but some people don’t.” I think at that time I said, “I don’t believe 

that this really happened, but that doesn’t mean we can’t learn from the 

stories that we’re reading.”    

 Whereas Beatrice did allow certain elements of religion into her 
kids’ life, and even affi  rmed a belief in heaven and bought her 
daughter a children’s Bible, Chuck, age 36, has tried his hardest 
to shield his daughter from anything even remotely smacking 
of Christianity. Chuck was a strongly believing Pentecostal in his 
youth but has been a nonbeliever since his twenties. He still 
 harbors a fair amount of bitterness toward religion, and he thinks 
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that it can actually be harmful to kids. When it came to his four-
year-old daughter, he had this recollection:

   My wife and I made a very conscious decision. For me, if you were to ask me, 

like, what’s your primary value? I would say liberty. . . . I believe that people 

should be free to be as they wish. So for me, it was a really important thing for 

my daughter not to have the idea of God growing up—as much as possible. So 

we have really, really tried to keep even the notion out of her head for now. 

She goes to preschool at the Congregational Church, and when we went there 

to the interview, I said, “Look, we’re non-Christian and I know this is a church, 

but I know this thing is supposed to be separate.” And they assured us up and 

down there’s no religious stuff  here. And, of course, in practice they do. I don’t 

really know how much of it she gets there. She hasn’t come back to me yet and 

asked anything about what is God.    

 What do you think you’ll say when she does?

   I think for me the most important thing is I don’t want her to grow up with 

the idea that there’s a being watching over her at all times and monitoring her 

and what she does. I want her to feel free to be good. . . . My mom is still very 

religious and when she comes out, I have to talk with her. . . . I remember when 

McKenzie was little—my mom saying something like, “Oh, God doesn’t like 

that” or something like that [laughs]. I remember having to afterwards take 

my mom aside and say, “Look, I don’t want you doing that.”    

* * *

 Countless studies have detailed the many ways in which family 
life determines and shapes religion and how religion in turn 
aff ects and infuses family life. What is missing, however, is 
research on the ways in which family life is related to secularity 
and the rejection of religion. What I have off ered is a mere scratch-
ing of the surface—a limited glimpse at the very real phenomenon 
of irreligiosity related to family dynamics. From the conversa-
tions I have had with apostates about their parents and their 
kids, I can confi dently argue that apostasy is clearly related to a 
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lack of religious enthusiasm in one’s parents (or at least one par-
ent) and that apostates themselves struggle with how to raise 
their own kids religiously (or secularly) in ways that religious par-
ents don’t. And if I had to make a prediction, I’d bet that the chil-
dren of apostates are much more likely to remain secular 
themselves later in life. In the blunt words of social psychologist 
Bob Altemeyer:

  If you (correctly) believe that very religious off spring tend to come 

from very religious upbringings, you can see why a nonreligious 

background can lead to nonbelief. Socialization usually works.   6          
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 How and Why People Reject Religion   

   W hat causes certain people living in the United States in the 
fi rst decade of the twenty-fi rst century to reject religion? 

How does it happen? 
 To begin with, the overwhelming majority of those whom 

I interviewed described their apostasy as a gradual process. 
While there were perhaps a handful of atypical individuals who 
had experienced certain immediate, faith-shattering “A-ha!” 
moments, most did not. Rather, their rejection of religion was an 
incremental process, taking place over a period of three to fi ve 
years, sometimes longer.   1    Second, it was rare for someone to pin 
his or her apostasy on one specifi c cause. More commonly, people 
said that their apostasy was the result of numerous factors, 
working in conjunction with one another, steadily compounding 
over time. Th ird, apostasy does not always result in the embracing 
of absolute, convinced atheism. Roughly half of my interviewees 
ended up as confi rmed, steadfast nonbelievers in God. But others 
labeled themselves agnostics. Some just sort of casually said, “I 
don’t know what I believe.” Others said that although they no 
longer believed in the God of their earlier religion, they still did 
believe in “something out there”—an unnamable, undefi nable, 
but somehow spiritual entity of some sort. And a handful of 
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 people even claimed to believe in God—but their own personally 
constructed, individually conceived, unique, nonbiblical version 
of God. And there were of course some people who simply 
preferred to label themselves “spiritual” and leave it at that. Some 
people resisted a label altogether. For example, Stanley, who is 38 
years old and grew up in Texas, and who once was a Bible-believing 
minister-in-training but who rejected Christianity and lost his 
faith many years ago, didn’t want to label himself in any particular 
way:

   I would say I’m defi nitely not a religious person, but . . . I don’t feel that I need 

to call myself an atheist really, because to me that feels like I have something 

I’ve got to prove. . . . So to me, I guess I could maybe say that I feel there’s a 

part of me that could be spiritual, but I don’t like that term because it’s 

connected with religion. I guess in the end, I would say I know there’s aspects 

of my experience that I cannot explain through logic and reason and I just 

kind of leave it at that.    

 Regardless of where apostates have ended up—atheist, agnostic, 
unsure, spiritual, or something else—what all those I interviewed 
shared was a very clear and obvious distancing from their reli-
gion in terms of belief, adherence, identifi cation, membership, 
and/or participation, and for the majority, an outright loss or 
rejection thereof. 

 As you can imagine, when you ask so many individuals  why  
they lost their faith and/or left their religion, you get many, 
many answers. Some were quite idiosyncratic. For example, one 
woman claimed that it was solely about birth control; she 
wanted to be on it, her religion said no, and so she left her reli-
gion—case closed. Another woman actually “tested” her reli-
gion to see if it made any qualitative diff erence in her life; she 
spent about two years believing in God, praying regularly, 
attending church and a Bible study class, and then she spent 
about one year not believing in God, not praying, and abstain-
ing from any religious involvement. She found that life was 
simply better as a secular person, so she’s been secular—a 
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 convinced atheist, in fact—ever since. Th ere was one man who 
 visited a children’s hospital, saw all the children there dying of 
cancer, and was so saddened that his belief in God withered 
fairly soon after. One woman read  Th e God Delusion  by Richard 
Dawkins, and “that was that.” For another man it was dino-
saurs. He learned about them as a kid, didn’t see how they fi t 
into all the Bible stories he was learning at church, and subse-
quently developed a skeptical attitude towards religion. One 
man started to feel alienated from his religion when the words 
“God Hates Fags” were spray-painted on a wall at the small, 
Midwestern Christian college he was attending. Although not 
gay himself, such religious-inspired intolerance opened his 
eyes, causing him to look at the negative aspects of his religion, 
where before he had only seen the positive. In short, almost 
every apostate had his or her own particular story, with his or 
her own personal reasons. As Colin Campbell has observed, “the 
factors which actually give rise to the irreligious response are 
likely to be as complex and as diverse as the causes of religious 
commitment.”   2    

 But there were defi nitely some common, oft-cited reasons that 
came up again and again. Here are the nine most typical, most 
pervasive, or most often mentioned reasons given by apostates 
in accounting for their rejection of religion.  

     1.  PARENTS   

 “Religious socialization,” notes sociologist Stephen Hunt, “is 
most likely to be successful when parents are openly committed 
to their religion.”   3    But when only one parent is religious and the 
other one is lukewarm or an outright nonbeliever, the likelihood 
of apostasy for the children of such a couple is increased. My 
fi ndings confi rm what social scientists have observed for decades, 
that children are heavily infl uenced by the parents, especially 
when it comes to their religious identity—or the subsequent 
rejection thereof.   4     
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     2.  EDUCATION   

 Elizabeth was easily one of the most religious individuals 
included in this study. Pentecostal Christianity pervaded 
nearly every aspect of her life for many years. But then she 
took a sociology class at a local community college. The result 
of this foray into secular education was dramatic:

   I learned about cultures, and I learned about people, and I learned how and 

why we do things and why we don’t do things and—just conforming . . . and I 

was hearing what he was saying and it was just kinda rocking my world . . . my 

world had expanded suddenly. . . . And I would be overwhelmed. And I loved it. 

And it made me kinda scared, because I realized that maybe there was more to 

the world than I had thought or had been allowed to know. I would go home 

and tell my roommates—who were my best friends and all of us, you know, we 

all went to church together. I would say, “Guess what I talked about today?” 

and Ruthie and Clark—my friends that went to Bible College—looked at me. 

And they were my closest, most dear friends. Th ey looked at me and said, “You 

need to stop going to that class. Don’t go to class anymore, Elizabeth. It’s ruin-

ing your faith.” And when they said that to me, I realized that that was wrong 

and that was exactly what I needed to be doing is going to class and learning.    

 Elizabeth eventually did lose her faith—and her best friends. 
 Many of the men and women I talked to found that going to 

college made them look at the world diff erently, forced them to 
ask questions that they had never wanted or even thought to ask, 
and caused them to scrutinize their own values and beliefs. 
Elizabeth’s story is not uncommon, and previous research has 
consistently correlated increased educational attainment with 
increased secularity and apostasy.   5     

     3.  MISFORTUNE   

 For some people, when they experience loss or pain in their 
lives, it leads them to question God’s goodness, even God’s 
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existence. Th e untimely death of a parent, a bitter divorce, or 
even the loss of a beloved pet—such diffi  cult experiences can 
ignite skepticism. And when people who have been devoutly 
religious experience such diffi  cult loss or pain, they can have 
diffi  culty understanding how it could be happening to them. 
Th eir confusion is all the more confounded when their prayers 
go unheeded. Rather than cling to God, they feel forsaken. 
While most people embrace or cling to their religion in the face 
of personal diffi  culties, some do just the opposite.  

     4.  OTHER CULTURES, OTHER RELIGIONS   

 Caleb, age 61, was a strongly believing and proudly active Mormon 
for most of his life. He was also a great organ player. Because of 
his musical skills, he was sought out by many congregations in 
his community, and he was off ered many gigs.

   About 20 years ago, I started substituting in other churches and they paid 

me. . . . I was regularly playing for other churches, on their staff  under 

contract. Which meant every Sunday I’m hearing another point of view. 

I was playing for a Lutheran church . . . and the associate pastor—every 

Sunday he gave the sermon and he would work into it somewhere that only 

Missouri Synod Lutherans were going to heaven and everyone else was 

going to hell. . . . Th is just amazed me. Infuriated me. I’m sitting up at the 

organ and listening to this guy just spew this: “We’re the only ones on the 

bus and everybody else is getting off  before it.” It infuriated me, and one day 

it hit me why it made me so angry: it’s because I knew it was really the 

Mormons that were going all the way to the end of the line and everybody 

else was getting off  the bus and how dare he say there’s anyone else! Th at 

really shifted my paradigm, because then I realize everybody really said 

that. Th e Adventists said it’s wearing jewelry that sends you to hell and 

worshipping on Sunday. Jehovah’s Witnesses—it’s celebrating holidays 

and birthdays. Th is is the list that guarantees entrance to heaven and this 

is the list that sends you to hell—and everybody had their list! How could 

I be so lucky as to get the right one?    
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 Although there were many reasons why Caleb eventually left the 
Church of Latter-Day Saints—prominent among them was his 
support for gay rights—his regular exposure to other beliefs 
played a big part. Attending worship services of numerous 
Protestant denominations, all with their own particular doc-
trines and relatively unique emphases, forced Caleb to question 
his own. Everyone else was sure that they were right. So was he. 
But they couldn’t all be right. So might he be wrong? 

 For some people, it is moving to a new country and being 
exposed to new ways of life that makes them question their 
beliefs. For others, it is experiencing or becoming acquainted 
with other religions. For still others, it is simply taking a class in 
which they learn about other religions, other cultures. But the 
underlying dynamic is always the same: experiencing, witness-
ing, or learning about other people who do things diff erently, 
believe diff erent things, and/or hold diff erent outlooks on life 
can stir up a process of critical self-refl ection that can be poten-
tially corrosive to one’s long-held religious convictions.   6     

     5.  FRIENDS, COLLEAGUES, LOVERS   

 If it isn’t our parents that aff ect and infl uence us, then it is other 
people who are closest to us. Take the example of Henry, age 41, 
who grew up in a working-class suburb in Orange County, New 
Jersey. His mother was a hairdresser and his father was a plumber. 
Both parents were devout; theirs was a strongly religious Irish 
Catholic home. Henry was an ardent, earnest believer for the fi rst 
two decades of his life. In his teens he ventured out of his Catholic 
circle and meandered into the vibrant Evangelical youth move-
ment some of his friends were participating in. Henry prayed 
constantly, studied his Bible constantly, and attended church two 
or three times a week. Christianity was at the core of his being:

   I really believed it. I was buying everything. . . . I defi nitely believed in Jesus, 

that he died for us and the life after death . . . and I was always worried about 

the devil. . . . Hell was always a worry.    
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 Today, Henry defi nes himself as an “explicit, outspoken atheist.” 
 What happened?

   I was 20 and I got my fi rst job in video games—it was a contract to work 7 
days a week, 12 hours a day, and fairly decent money. I was a young gun 
right out of community college. It was kind of an informal atmosphere. I 
would be working at like three in the morning with this zany yet brilliant 
engineer . . . and we would have these conversations and we got along great. 
Th e guy had an awesome personality: very smart, very funny, very gen-
erous. . . . He fi rst questioned my faith—because I was an ardent believer 
still. I remember he was bringing up various things like basically, the argu-
ments on evil, for one of the big ones. I’m talking about why is there so much 
suff ering in the world if there’s a God and all that stuff . How could you 
believe that? “It’s silly, haven’t you ever thought about maybe there’s not a 
God.” So anyway, he got me to start thinking that I was wrong—or that I 
had to check my Bible and prove him wrong. So I was really annoyed by that. 
Eventually the conversation ended, we did our work, and I went home and 
read my Bible and checked out a couple things. . . . I remember thinking: he’s 
right. You know, whatever he was saying—it’s hard to remember the 
details—but I remember what he was saying about certain things in the 
Bible that God did this or killed these people or had them killed. You know, 
some guy got killed for picking up sticks on the Sabbath or whatever. I 
remember verifying it and going: “Oh wow, this is crazy, I never hear about 
this in church.” . . . I remember there was this confl ict and, as a believer, I 
remember thinking that “this is bad.” You know: “I am not supposed to doubt 
because I’m going to go to hell and I’m going to anger God.” So while I was 
busy unraveling religion, I was also, as a believer, afraid that I was being 
unraveled and not wanting to have that confl ict. . . . So I literally—it was like 
this battle between good and evil in my brain. At some point, you know, we 
talked more and I started thinking that I was just wrong, that someone had 
just lied to me and that my parents didn’t really know any better—they just 
told me what they believed. . . .   

  At some point it just clicked. It’s really weird, but I was sitting in my room real-
izing, as I was reading my Bible, realizing in almost from one minute to the next—
I was an atheist. I actually went through a small agnostic phase—it was only a 
few days, though. A lot of people talk about years of de-conversion. But I remember 
at one point saying, “I’m an atheist and I don’t believe this.” And I rejected it. . . .   

  And here’s another thing I have to mention. Th is is the fi rst atheist I ever 
met—that I knowingly met—that discussed religion with me. I had never 
been exposed to an atheist who was actually questioning my religion before.    
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 So this is the fi rst time you even had these kinds of debates?

   Right, THE fi rst time I really had this debate. Yeah, absolutely, because the kids 

that I hung around with were religious, you know, and I never  encountered 

that before. . . . But this is somebody I liked who I didn’t know was an atheist 

and it was my boss, right. I thought he was like one of the coolest guys and they 

were paying me ridiculous amounts of money and just had a lot of respect for 

him and his intellect and him as a person, how generous he was.    

 So it is possible to be argued out of one’s faith? 
     Absolutely .   

 But it wasn’t just the specifi c arguments that de-converted Henry. 
It was also the fact that the arguments themselves came out of 
the mouth of someone he worked with day after day and night 
after night, someone he liked, someone he respected and admired. 
For many people, having a close connection or positive relation-
ship with someone who is nonreligious can be a powerfully infl u-
ential factor in their apostasy. Indeed, Henry’s own apostasy had 
a ripple aff ect:

   Later on, my mom—it took me eight years—she actually became an atheist. 

We actually went to an atheist party together and met a bunch of other 

atheists.    

 A significant amount of research has shown the degree to 
which one’s social intimates can affect and influence one’s 
own religious choices and commitments. The same dynamic is 
at play within the realm of secular life; it is often one’s social 
intimates that can spur and direct one’s irreligiosity and even-
tual apostasy.   7      

     6.  POLITICS   

 Extensive research has revealed that the more religious you are, 
the likelier you will be to hold conservative, right-wing political 
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views—and conversely, the more conservative and right-wing 
you are politically, the greater is the likelihood that you will be 
strongly religious. In the United States, strong religiosity and 
strong conservative politics go hand in hand. Th ere are, of course, 
exceptions to this rule; strongly religious African Americans, for 
example, still tend to vote overwhelmingly for Democrats. But 
this glaring exception aside, when taking into account national 
averages, strongly religious Americans—when compared to the 
less religious or irreligious—are much more likely to support the 
death penalty; support draconian punishment for prisoners; 
support the policies of former President George W. Bush; support 
the war in Iraq; support the governmental use of torture; oppose 
gay marriage and gay rights; oppose welfare spending that helps 
society’s unfortunate, hungry, or disabled; and oppose regula-
tions to protect the environment.   8    

 What all of this means is that religiously active Americans 
whose politics are left-wing or progressive may experience a 
sense of alienation. Indeed, sociologists Michael Hout and 
Claude Fischer have argued that much of the recent increase in 
nonreligious Americans can be attributed to people being 
turned off  by the political activism of the religious right, and 
seeking to distance themselves from religiously linked political 
conservatism.   9    

 Many religious people who support gay marriage, oppose the 
war in Iraq, support protecting the environment, fear the likes of 
Sarah Palin, or simply identify as vegetarians are apt to feel some 
confl ict with what they are hearing at church or around their 
family’s dinner table. Some simply keep their progressive political 
leanings to themselves and continue to be actively religious. But 
for others, their progressive political convictions are too strong 
to be stifl ed or denied, and they subsequently feel unable or 
unwilling to continue participating in their politically conserva-
tive religious culture. 

 Th at’s what happened to Nicole, age 19. Although she was 
totally immersed in her church for years and was a strong believer 
since early childhood, she came to realize at a certain point that 
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her left-wing political leanings were too sharply at odds with her 
religious milieu:

   War issues, death penalty, abortion, gay rights especially—I didn’t want the 

church to tell me how to vote. I just disagreed so much with how they wouldn’t 

allow gays to marry, how men are so dominant in that church society . . . even 

in high school . . . my viewpoints were always just so—I was the most liberal 

person there, and I’m not even that liberal.    

 Today, Nicole identifi es as nonreligious.  

     7.  SEX   

 An essential feature of most religions, according to founding 
sociologist Max Weber, is a deep hostility toward sex. And if the 
orientation toward sex is not quite one of deep hostility, almost 
every religion still maintains and seeks to impose some form of 
relatively restrictive sexual regulation that delineates who one 
can have sex with, as well as when, where, and how.   10    

 Th ere were basically three key ways in which issues of sex and 
sexuality were contributing factors in many people’s rejection of 
religion. Th e fi rst had to do with desire. Some people, as they hit 
their teenage years or early twenties, found themselves wanting 
to have sex. But this desire was fl atly condemned by their reli-
gion.   11    Th ey thus felt themselves caught between what their 
bodies and hearts so desperately wanted to do, and what their 
minister or their God so stridently wanted them not to do. Many 
people are able to successfully deny or sublimate their sexual 
urges and continue to do their minister’s and their God’s bidding. 
Many others live lives of hypocrisy: secretly engaging in sexual 
activity while simultaneously upholding a religious front. But 
still others take a third route: they choose to engage in sexual 
activity, and they subsequently let their church attendance—and 
even faith—dissipate. Th is was the route taken by many apos-
tates that I interviewed.   12    A second way in which sex can 
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 contribute toward apostasy has to do with guilt. Many religions 
spend a lot of time and energy making their adherents feel shame 
and guilt about sexual urges and desires. Sex becomes heavily 
associated with sin, uncleanliness, and moral depravity. 
Religiously inspired feelings of shame and guilt can be so strongly 
internalized that when some men and women fi nally have sex—
even within marriage—these feelings linger and are hard to 
shake.   13    Th is emotional linkage of healthy sexual desire/experi-
ence with guilt/shame can leave a bitter taste in some people’s 
mouths. Th ey came to resent what they had been taught, and the 
way it made them feel. Some distanced themselves from religion. 
Finally, there is the matter of homosexuality. Th ere is simply no 
question that being gay or lesbian can strongly contribute toward 
someone’s apostasy. Gays and lesbians learn early on that their 
sexual identity is unwelcome, unacceptable, and downright 
unholy. So many leave—and they go on to embrace secular values 
and secular worldviews that confi rm and celebrate who they are, 
rather than deny and deride. Indeed, Th omas Linneman and 
Margaret Clendenen report that homosexuals and bisexuals are 
nearly three times more likely to be atheist or agnostic than 
heterosexuals.   14     

     8.  SATAN AND HELL   

 “Whoso disbelieveth in Allah . . . whoso fi ndeth ease in disbelief: 
On them is wrath from Allah. Th eirs will be an awful doom.” So 
declares the Qu’ran.   15   As for unbelievers within the Christian 
 tradition, they shall be cast into a “fi ery lake of burning sulfur.”   16    
And Satan, according to Mormon scriptures, “cheateth their 
souls, and leadeth them away carefully down to hell . . . he grasps 
them with his awful chains, from whence there is no deliverance. 
Yea, they are grasped with death, and hell; and death, and hell, 
and the devil, and all that have been seized therewith . . . must go 
into the place prepared for them, even a lake of fi re and brimstone, 
which is endless torment.”   17    
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 Fear can be one of the most powerful motivators of human 
behavior.   18    And many religions—particularly conservative or tra-
ditional versions of Christianity and Islam—contain a heavy 
element of fear. Th ey teach that there is a Devil, that there are 
demons, and that hell awaits the disobedient. Such teachings 
motivate many people to stay within their religious fold and to be 
faithful followers of a God they believe will protect and save 
them. Of course, some people within these religious traditions 
don’t feel the same level of fear. Th ey enjoy other aspects of their 
religion, don’t worry too much about Satan or hell, and are moti-
vated in their faith not by fear, but by love, hope, or compas-
sion.   19    But for many people, the Devil and his fi ery hell cannot be 
ignored. 

 Many of the people I interviewed, particularly those who had 
been raised in conservative Protestant denominations or strongly 
Catholic households, had been taught to fear Satan and hell. And 
they did. And this fear remained an ugly, damaging, disturbing 
element of their lives for many years. As they got older, they 
began to resent it, hate it, and eventually question it. Such teach-
ings and beliefs can, for some people, produce long-term nega-
tive feelings, entrenched discomfort, and prolonged despair. And 
some people with such experiences, at some point, just want to 
get away from the source of those feelings, namely their 
religion.  

     9.  MALFEASANCE OF RELIGIOUS ASSOCIATES   

 Most religious people, at one time or another, come into contact 
with unsavory people who should not, given their outward religi-
osity and ostensibly piety, be so unsavory. Perhaps it is one of 
their fellow congregants. Or maybe it is their priest, pastor, or 
minister. For many of the men and women whom I interviewed, 
their withdrawal from religion was spurred in large part by reli-
gious people that they knew, or knew of, who acted in such a way 
as to create feelings of unease, disappointment, or repugnance. 
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For Rachel, it was the immorality of her own parents. Her folks 
were strongly religious, and yet they fought a lot. In fact, when 
she was a teenager, Rachel once had to call the police in a last-ditch 
attempt to stop her father from beating her mother mercilessly. 
Th e domestic violence Rachel witnessed for years made her lose 
tremendous respect for both of her parents—her father for per-
petrating it, and her mother for continuing to live with it. It 
caused her to question her parents’ morality and the religion it 
was supposedly based upon. Additionally, they were Jehovah’s 
Witnesses, and one of the most decisive blows to her religiosity 
was when Rachel’s parents acted in a way that she viewed as 
grossly negligent:

   A huge part of me basically de-converting was when my brother was born and 

almost died—and my parents refused to allow him a blood transfusion. Th ey 

would rather he had died than receive a blood transfusion. Th at was a huge 

part of my basically de-converting at that point.    

 Today, Rachel is an atheist. 

     Reasons Are Not Necessarily Causes   

 As much of this book has documented, apostates can readily 
articulate the varied reasons behind their rejection of religion. 
Th e most common reasons have been summarized above. But 
subjective reasons are not necessarily objective causes. Th at is, 
while the reasons apostates give as the underlying factors in their 
rejection of religion are personally true and subjectively real 
causes of apostasy for them, in the unfolding of their own 
personal lives, these same reasons are not necessarily things that 
would independently, objectively—in and of themselves—cause 
apostasy to occur for anyone or everyone. 

 Consider Rachel, discussed above. Her parents’ reluctance to 
give her baby brother a blood transfusion kindled her eventual 
apostasy. But most kids raised as Jehovah’s Witnesses are fully 
aware of their religion’s prohibition on blood transfusions. 
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Many of them have had fi rsthand experiences of the implica-
tions of this prohibition. And yet most do not subsequently 
become apostates. Furthermore, many people have had parents 
who fought a lot and even beat one another up on occasion, as 
did Rachel’s. But this usually causes the children of such a hos-
tile union to cling even more strongly to religious faith, not to 
reject it. 

 Let me give another specifi c example of how reasons for apos-
tasy are not the same thing as causes thereof. 

 In her teenage years, Geraldine experienced an intense inner 
confl ict between wanting to have sex and wanting to be a good 
Christian. Th roughout high school, it was the latter urge that 
prevailed. But once she started college, she just couldn’t stifl e 
her sexual desires any longer. She started having sex, and her 
religiosity quickly withered. Th us, “wanting to have premarital 
sex” was cited by Geraldine, unapologetically, as  the  signifi cant 
reason underlying her apostasy. But here’s the thing: while 
Geraldine’s desire to have sex was a subjectively true reason 
behind her apostasy, it is not, in and of itself, an objective, 
independent cause of apostasy. If it were, religion would have 
long vanished from societies. Most people have sexual urges 
throughout their teenage years. Most people continue to have 
strong sexual urges as young adults. And most people—just like 
Geraldine—will eventually go on to satisfy those urges prior to 
getting married. But the fact remains that most people who 
experience strong sexual urges as young adults, and even go on 
to act on those urges, do not also go on to simultaneously reject 
their religion.   20    Th ey don’t stop believing in God. Th ey still go to 
church, they still pray, they stay within their religious fold. Th us, 
while we can validly and accurately acknowledge that “wanting 
to have premarital sex” was a very real reason underlying Geral-
dine’s apostasy, we must simultaneously recognize and admit 
that it is not necessarily an objective, independent cause of apos-
tasy in its own right. 

 Th e same can be said for every single reason broached by my 
interviewees. Most people who experience the untimely death of 
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a parent do not go on to become irreligious. Most people who 
experience a painful divorce do not become secular. Most 
 people—even those who have a mean pastor or a hypocritical 
coreligionist, or who maintain divergent political views from the 
majority of the other individuals in their congregation, or who 
live abroad for a year among a diff erent culture, or who take a 
world religions class, or who have a parent who is not all that reli-
gious, or who fi nd that their prayers go unanswered, or who were 
raised to fear the devil—do not all become apostates. Even most 
gays and lesbians will choose to continue within their religious 
traditions and simply ignore or rationalize the lack of acceptance 
of homosexuality therein. Others might go on to fi nd an 
alternative religious tradition that accepts them for who they 
are.   21    But the point is that they don’t all become godless or even 
secular.   22    

 Th e best one can say—the most one can safely conclude when 
it comes to the various subjective reasons summarized in this 
chapter—is that they may  increase the likelihood  of a person’s 
eventual rejection of religion. A person who experiences the pre-
mature death of a parent is  more likely  to question God, and to 
eventually decide to become an atheist, than a person who has 
not suff ered such a loss. Certainly someone who grew up with a 
secular or at least religiously unenthusiastic parent will be  more 
likely  to lose faith than someone whose parents were both ear-
nestly devout. People who experience a diff erent culture will be 
 more likely  to come to question the eternal truths of their religion 
than those who never get out of their own social or religious 
milieu. 

 In sum, a sociological theory of apostasy must remain humble. 
All that can be asserted with confi dence is that a variety of life 
circumstances, personal experiences, and/or social dynamics 
can increase the likelihood that certain individuals will go on to 
reject their religion. But there is no one single “thing”—be it an 
experience, event, relationship, and so on—that always, in and 
of itself,  causes  apostasy. All the factors I’ve mentioned can 
increase the chances or likelihood that a person will reject 
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 religion. And when several of them occur in a given person’s life 
simultaneously, they become cumulatively corrosive to reli-
gious faith. 

 In truth, while subjective reasons for apostasy are easily dis-
cernible, objective causes are much more diffi  cult to uncover, and 
perhaps impossible to prove, given the many complex factors at 
play in any single human’s life.  

    Secular by Nature?   

 Th ere is one fi nal issue worthy of consideration. It is an issue that 
haunted my year and a half of conducting in-depth interviews. 
It has to do with the possibility of whether or not some people 
are simply predisposed toward irreligion. Th ey just  are  secular, in 
their core. I say that this matter “haunted” me because sociolo-
gists, by and large, generally don’t place much emphasis on 
“natural” tendencies or innate predispositions when trying to 
explain people’s beliefs or behaviors. But as I listened to apostate 
after apostate, I often found myself wondering if it might be pos-
sible that some people are simply secular by nature. 

 While most apostates had explicit reasons for their loss of faith 
and/or rejection of religion, some did not. Th eir apostasy “just 
happened.” It was an unavoidable outcome of an inner, “natural” 
secularity. Such people described their loss of faith and rejection 
of religion as something that just couldn’t be helped. It was an 
inevitable, almost uncontrollable emergence of something that 
they had always felt inside of them, as part of “who they always 
were.” Such individuals had often tried their hardest to be reli-
gious, they had done their best to have faith, and they had pos-
sessed an earnest, genuine will to feel God in a way that they had 
been raised to. But in the end, such things just didn’t resonate, 
didn’t jive, didn’t work. Th ey didn’t register with who they were, 
at root. Th eir apostasy was thus something that they “recog-
nized” or “accepted” or “admitted to”—rather than something 
chosen or preferred. 
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 Consider Eugene. Born and raised a Baptist, he became a 
Methodist in his early twenties, and then he eventually became 
an atheist. Here’s how he describes that last transformation:

   Sometime in my late twenties—I’ll say 27, 28 years old—I was going by 
myself to a Methodist church in the suburbs of Maryland. I really enjoyed it. 
We had an excellent minister who gave great talks. But it fi nally just dawned 
on me, you know: “I don’t think I really believe this. I think I have to just admit 
it. I’m a nonbeliever, I’m an atheist. Th ere’s no point in trying to pretend any-
more and fool myself. I can’t fool myself.” Th en I realized why I was always 
uncomfortable as a kid, because I think I was making myself believe because I 
was supposed to believe it.  

  So, I stopped going then. I fi nally told my wife. I said, “I’m really not going 
to go back. I don’t think I’m a believer.” She took it well. She is a real genuine 
Catholic—she may have been disappointed, but she’s very fl exible. Th at’s 
when I came to admit it to myself. And so I never went back. . . . 

It was a light bulb that went on. It isn’t that I decided that I was going to 
be an atheist. I just discovered I was.    

 Eugene “discovered” that he was an atheist. He didn’t decide. His 
secularity was just something that was inside of him. He did not 
reject religion for any of the common reasons outlined in the 
previous chapter—it wasn’t about sex, or parental infl uence, or 
educational experiences, or being infl uenced by friends or family, 
or having political diff erences with his coreligionists. It just was a 
matter of coming to terms with what had always been part of 
him: a genuine inability to believe what he was raised to believe. 

 I heard similar stories. 
 Scott, age 36, was born and raised in North Dakota in a very 

tight-knit Lutheran community. He was religiously active 
throughout his childhood and was a leader in his church youth 
group. But he always felt like something was diff erent about his 
religiosity, fervent though it was. Something was off , somehow. 
But of course, growing up in a small, rural religious community, 
there were no words to describe his inner orientation. No con-
cepts or labels. He didn’t even know what it was until later in life. 
It was agnosticism:
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   I think I’ve always felt agnostic. But I didn’t know what that was as a 
child. . . .   

  So I struggled with that as a kid, because I thought that was the devil telling 
me—to try to get me to think other ideas. I would often hear relatives say, “Scott, 
you ask too many questions. Some of the answers you may hear when you talk to 
other religions. Th ey may tickle your ears, but that means it sounds good, it doesn’t 
mean it’s the truth. So that’s the devil trying to tickle your ears.” Th ey were always 
saying: “Be careful who you hang out with, be careful about talking with people 
from other religions because they might try to get you to switch to theirs.” So they 
would say if you have some Muslim friends or some Jewish friends: “You’ve got to 
be careful unless you can convince them to become a Christian. You’ve got to be 
careful, otherwise they’re going to try to get you to be like them.” I thought, what 
would be so wrong with that? Th ey’re nice people. I’d want to be like them. . . .

So I always felt that I was agnostic, but I never really knew what that 
word was until I was about 19 in college. A friend said it, and the emotion 
that went through me when he said the word was really scared. I mean, a 
friend that’s an agnostic. “Isn’t that like an atheist or . . . ?” I didn’t know what 
it was. And he said it just means that you don’t know. My friend Marlon said 
that, and he said it just means that you’re not so vain that you think you have 
the only answer. It’s another way of being in the middle. When he said that, I 
thought: oh my God, I’ve always been that.    

 One of the most common metaphors people employed in 
describing their apostasy was that it was akin to “coming out” as a 
homosexual. Such people said that they had tried their hardest to 
be religious—and they had even convinced themselves for a spell 
that they did have faith—but in the end, they just couldn’t deny 
their internal irreligiosity any longer, and they had to simply 
admit and embrace the atheism or agnosticism that seemed to be 
at the core of their being. For some people, this resulted in rejection 
from friends and tears from parents. But there was simply nothing 
they could do about it. Th ey couldn’t fake it anymore. Th ey couldn’t 
pretend to believe what they didn’t believe, and they couldn’t pre-
tend to fi nd deep personal meaning in creeds, rituals, services, or 
experiences that really had little if any signifi cance for them.   23    

 Th ough much more data on this front are sorely needed, one 
highly plausible overarching explanation of apostasy is that it is 
social  and  psychological, entailing a combination of innate, 
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psychological factors triggered or unlocked by certain sociolog-
ical factors. Th at is, some apostates may be people who have an 
internal predisposition toward secularity, which then blossoms 
or emerges in the wake of certain decisive experiences in their 
social lives—personally secularizing catalysts—such as those 
outlined in this chapter.   24          
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          Conclusion   

   As a social-psychological rule of thumb, it is hard to beat this 
   one: most people, most of the time, conform.   1    

 But clearly there are important exceptions, and apostasy is 
one of them. Th e phenomenon of apostasy reveals, if nothing 
more, just how truly complex and stubbornly unpredictable 
human beings are. While most people accept and adopt the reli-
gious worldview of their parents, their community, their culture, 
and their society, some don’t. Apostasy is thus strong evidence 
of the undeniable signifi cance and importance of individuality, 
variability, and human agency. Despite the sociological fact that 
most of us go along with and internalize the values, norms, tra-
ditions, beliefs, and worldviews of those who raise us and those 
who surround us, we are not all cookie-cutter replicas of our 
families or peer groups or congregational cultures. Socialization, 
social forces, peer pressure, and active as well as latent mecha-
nisms that promote religious conformity have their undeniable 
limits. Th ey do not mold or pierce us all in the same way or to 
the same degree; in some instances, they may even be defi ed or 
rejected.   2     
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    APOSTASY IN SOCIETAL CONTEXT   

 Although it is a personal process with undeniable psychological 
components, the rejection of religion is always culture-bound, 
playing out in specifi c social settings that greatly color and inform 
the phenomenon. “Irreligion,” writes Colin Campbell, “can only be 
specifi c within a given social and cultural context.”   3    Th is keen 
assertion is readily applicable to apostasy. Th e dynamics, processes, 
and underlying causes of the personal rejection of religion will dif-
fer markedly from society to society. In some cultures, apostasy is 
a major move, a deviant act, a risk—personal, professional, and/
or political. However, in other cultures, apostasy is fairly common, 
ordinary, and of relatively little social consequence. For example, 
in my previous research, I studied secularity in Denmark and 
Sweden—two of the least religious countries in the world—where 
apostasy is literally a nonissue. Almost no one I spoke to had any 
dramatic stories of their loss of faith or rejection of religion. 
Hardly anyone spoke of any prolonged struggles or inner turmoil 
in their development as secular men and women. Most people, 
in all honesty, couldn’t even remember when they stopped 
believing. 

 It was quite the opposite here in the United States. For many 
Americans, their rejection of religion and/or loss of faith was a 
big deal, personally and socially. Th ey had a lot to say about it. 
And this diff erence between secular Scandinavians and secular 
Americans clearly has to do with the fact that the United States 
is arguably the most religious democracy within the Western 
world. Clearly, the broader social context is signifi cant. In a 
relatively irreligious society such as Denmark, the personal 
rejection of religion is simply no big deal. But in the United States, 
where religion is vibrant and pervasive, apostasy is more contro-
versial, more deviant, and thus personally more intense and 
dramatic. In Scandinavia, secularity is the norm, so individuals 
who choose faith and live religious lives are actually the odd, 
unusual ones. In contrast, in the United States, it is those who 
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lose their faith and reject religion who are diff erent, atypical, or 
special. Th e point is simply that there can be no single, grand, 
universal explanation or theory of apostasy that transcends time 
or place. Rather, apostasy is always culture-bound, and thus it is 
quite diff erent from society to society, depending on the strength 
and fl avor of religion therein.  

    RELIGION IS NOT UNIVERSAL OR NECESSARY   

 Another important lesson is that obviously many people, from 
various walks of life, can live without religion—in fact, prefer as 
much. Th is bald fact strongly counters the notion that all peo-
ple— as  people—are somehow intrinsically religious or that reli-
gion is some sort of necessary, universal, or inextricable 
component of the human condition. Despite the glaring fact that 
many countries have experienced signifi cant waves of seculariza-
tion over the course of the twentieth century, some sociologists 
of religion continue to theorize about religion as though it is 
inherent to the human experience.   4    Paul Froese argues that reli-
gion is an “essential aspect of the human condition,” that God 
beliefs “lie at the core of human understanding,” and that reli-
gious belief is universal and essentially unalterable.   5    Reginald 
Bibby suggests that religious needs are constant, “essential 
needs” of humanity, similar to the need for food!   6    

 Apostasy may be rare, but it is nonetheless a plain and persis-
tent social reality.   7    It has been present for thousands of years in 
one form or another, since the earliest philosophical musings 
were ever written down.   8    Past documentation of apostasy 
throughout history, along with more recent studies such as my 
own, should render suspect assertions about religion being uni-
versally necessary or essential to the human experience. Th e 
sooner we recognize that religion can be—and frequently is—
freely rejected by all sorts of men and women, the sooner our 
understanding of the human condition will improve.   9    We need 
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to simply accept that some men and women fi nd that life is 
better, freer, richer, or more honest without faith in God and/or 
religious involvement. Such individuals are not sociopathic, mal-
adjusted, or “unnatural.”  

    THE APOSTATE PERSONALITY   

 What are apostates like, then, as people? While some may be 
angry, alienated, confused, or despondent, the vast majority of 
people I interviewed did not display these characteristics in any 
apparent way. Well, maybe some anger, here and there—espe-
cially when critiquing objectionable aspects of religion or remem-
bering bad experiences in relation to religion.   10    But by and large, 
nearly all of the apostates I interviewed seemed to be good, kind, 
solid men and women. Th ey appeared to be relatively happy, 
self-assured, well-functioning, articulate, ethical, and decent. Of 
course, I can’t  prove  this. I did not administer any standard per-
sonality tests to my informants. All I did, quite frankly, was con-
duct lengthy conversations with nearly 90 people. To be sure, 
these conversations were structured so as to maximize the 
amount of information gleaned; they were generally quite 
detailed, in-depth, and more often than not, thoughtfully ren-
dered. In most of these interviews, people opened themselves up 
quite a bit, sharing memories, feelings, thoughts, theories, opin-
ions, regrets, joys, and values. Having conducted so many 
in-depth, formal interviews of this nature with so many people 
who were once religious but are no longer left me with some pow-
erfully lasting impressions. And if I had to draw up a sort of gen-
eralized portrait—an ideal-typical sketch of what apostates are 
like—I would include the following details. 

 Apostates are courageous. “Th ere is a bravery,” writes John 
Allen Paulos, “associated with disbelief and honest doubt.”   11    For 
many individuals, their loss of faith was frightening, emotionally 
and psychologically, and yet they had to admit and accept their 
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loss of faith, despite the consequences. It takes a fair amount of 
nerve and guts to openly reject something that is extremely 
important to one’s parents or grandparents or friends, to choose 
not to participate in something that much of one’s community 
or society deems as noble, to assert one’s lack of faith in a world 
populated by people of faith.   12    And sometimes the stakes of 
apostasy can be quite high, particularly within fundamentalist 
circles or strongly religious societies.   13    Apostates are also 
bright.   14    Inquisitiveness, intellectualism, academic engagement, 
and/or a love of reading were common traits among most of 
the men and women in this study. Apostates are also keenly 
moral; those who have rejected religion actively desire a world of 
fairness, kindness, goodness, and justice. Apostates are also 
relatively individualistic and self-reliant. Although they perhaps 
miss the comfort of community that came with their earlier reli-
gious involvement, they don’t feel the need any longer to belong 
to a community of believers given their own lack of belief; they 
aren’t quite comfortable in religious or social organizations that 
make them feel as though they are part of a conforming herd. 
Apostates are also free—or, rather, “freethinkers.” Having dis-
carded religious faith, they feel free to read whatever they want, 
listen to whatever they want, think about whatever they want, 
discuss whatever they want, and let their minds wander or 
ponder as they will, without fear of eternally damaging their 
souls, angering their God, or disappointing their parents or pas-
tor. Finally, apostates are life-lovers—or at least strong life-
appreciators. Th ey either don’t believe in an afterlife, or they 
don’t worry too much about it. Instead, they focus on the here 
and now, deriving joy, emotional sustenance, and individual 
purpose by engaging in this world and appreciating the time 
they have on earth.   15    

 Of course, not all apostates exhibit all of the traits I’ve just 
broached. And my appraisal of what apostates are like—their 
personalities and qualities—is, of course, unavoidably subjective. 
More research is necessary to refute or support my impressions, 
to be sure.  
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    PREDICTIONS   

 Will more people reject religion in the years ahead? Yes, I think 
so. In the next decade or two, rates of apostasy in America will 
likely increase. First off , the proportion of Americans disassoci-
ating themselves from religion has been swelling since the 1990s. 
For instance, in 2003, 10% of Americans did not believe in God, 
but that percentage doubled in a mere fi ve years, so that in 2008, 
20% of Americans did not believe in God—the highest rate of 
faithlessness in American history.   16    As these numbers continue 
to grow, we can expect apostasy to become more widely accept-
able. And even though surveys currently reveal a general dislike 
of atheists among the American people, greater acceptance 
appears to be imminent, as evidenced by President Obama’s inau-
gural speech, delivered on January 20, 2009, in front of nearly 
two million people, in which he described the United States as a 
nation of “Christians and Muslims, Jews and Hindus—and non-
believers.” Th is was the fi rst time that an American president has 
ever acknowledged the existence of nonbelievers in such a public 
forum. Obama’s inclusion of nonbelievers in his speech was not 
only a recognition of their increasing numbers but an indication 
of a growing acceptance of their presence in American society. 
Th is increase and acceptance of nonreligious Americans will make 
apostasy a much easier choice for those struggling with the 
decision of whether or not to reject their religion. It will make 
being an atheist or agnostic less of a stigmatized identity. 
Additionally, the mushrooming of atheist and secular humanist 
groups around the country will serve as a source of encourage-
ment for people who lose their faith and seek a group of 
like-minded people for social support and intellectual pollina-
tion. I am also certain that the Internet will play a crucial role. In 
the past, if someone—especially someone living in a very reli-
gious part of the country—felt his or her faith evaporating, or an 
alienation from religion growing, he or she would usually have to 
navigate this potentially diffi  cult process in relative isolation. But 
with the Internet, one can reach out to others in similar straits in 
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a matter of seconds. An individual leaning toward apostasy can 
immediately connect with people who have rejected their religion 
from a variety of backgrounds and traditions, instantly connecting 
with legions of like-minded men and women who are reaching 
out to one another, sharing ideas, discussing, debating, and 
expressing themselves on countless websites devoted to spreading 
and supporting secularity. 

 I would not, however, go so far as to predict an imminent or 
irreversible wave of apostasy resulting in widespread seculariza-
tion. A decline in religiosity is by no means inevitable. While the 
factors that might contribute to increased secularization are 
numerous, so too are those that could just as easily hinder secu-
larization. For instance, if the potential ravages of global warming 
begin to manifest themselves with greater frequency, if the gap 
between rich and poor continues to grow, if more and more 
Americans lack decent jobs, adequate health care, good child and 
elder care, and if the economy tanks for signifi cant stretches—in 
short, if life in the decades ahead becomes harder and more pre-
carious for most Americans, then I am sure that apostasy will 
remain decidedly uncommon. After all, religion is one of the great 
sources of psychological comfort and social solidarity in times of 
widespread insecurity. 

 But enough prognostication. Th is book is not about the future. 
It is about apostasy in the here and now: contemporary men and 
women in the United States who once were religious but are no 
longer. Th ey have shed their faith and religious involvement in 
favor of a more secular life. I have tried to capture their ideas, 
opinions, insights, experiences, and personal stories. I hope that 
the accounts and observations presented in this book have helped 
shed some light on their motivations and struggles, their losses 
and their gains.     
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 Research Methods and Sample 
Characteristics   

   Although I have had numerous conversations with many apos-
tates over the past two years—some brief, others extensive—the 
research for this book is specifi cally based on 87 formal inter-
views conducted between May 2008 and March 2010. By formal, 
I mean that these interviews were conducted in such a manner 
that the individuals knew that they were being interviewed for 
my book, they were informed of the research questions moti-
vating the interview, and they consented to the process. A 
designated time was set aside to conduct each interview and a 
structured set of questions was referred to, although most inter-
views generally proceeded as open-ended conversations. Each 
interview lasted approximately one hour, although a few were 
closer to a half hour, and a few others were closer to two hours. 

 Of the 87 interviews, 49 were conducted by me, with the remain-
ing 38 being conducted by my research assistants; most of my 
assistants conducted approximately two interviews each. Th ese 
research assistants were part of a seminar I taught at Pitzer College 
in the spring of 2009, wherein they received extensive training on 
how to conduct these interviews. Nearly all 87 interviews were 
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tape-recorded and later transcribed for analysis; a few were tape-
recorded but could not be transcribed for various technical rea-
sons; and two interviews were not tape-recorded, but extensive 
notes were taken throughout those interviews. Of the 87 inter-
views, 16 were conducted over the phone, and the remaining 71 
were done in person, face to face. 

 Apostates were generally found via a nonpurposive, judgmental 
sampling method in which I sought out potential informants based 
on my knowledge of their status as someone who had once been reli-
gious. When individuals agreed to an interview, I proceeded to fi nd 
more apostates by employing a standard snowball sampling method 
in which additional individuals were recommended to me by those 
already interviewed; after interviewing a small cluster of friends and 
acquaintances, I subsequently asked them if they could recommend 
others who might be suitable for my study. From those recom-
mended interviewees, I asked for additional contacts, and thus my 
sample grew and grew. Of the 87 men and women interviewed for 
this study, 6 were friends (people whom I see or socialize with on a 
fairly regular basis), 19 were acquaintances (people I knew prior to 
the interview, such as former students or colleagues—but not indi-
viduals whom I regularly see or socialize with), and 62 were complete 
strangers (people whom I had no contact with before or after the 
interviews). 

 Although men and women from a variety of ages, backgrounds, 
races, ethnicities, religious traditions, occupations, and geographical 
locations participated in these interviews, mine was a convenience 
sample and hence nonrandom. Th us, valid statistical generaliz-
ability to the wider population of American apostates is not 
possible. 

 Of those who were interviewed, 47 were male and 40 were 
female; 6% were in their late teens, 30% were in their twenties, 
23% were in their thirties, 16% were in their forties, 15% were in 
their fi fties, 8% were in their sixties, and 3% were in their 
seventies. Approximately 48% of my informants were raised in 
California, with others being raised in the Midwest (10%), the 
East Coast (11%), the South (9%), the Southwest (3%), and the 
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Pacifi c Northwest (3%). About 10% of interviewees were from 
other countries, such as England, Saudi Arabia, Ghana, and the 
Philippines. Th e percentages of where people were raised are 
approximations because sometimes people were raised in more 
than one state or country. In terms of educational attainment, 
approximately 5% had only completed a high school education; 
approximately 30% had either completed some college or were 
currently enrolled in college; approximately 33% had completed 
a bachelor’s degree; and approximately 30% had completed an 
advanced/graduate degree. As for racial/ethnic identifi cation, 
approximately 64% of my sample self-identifi ed as White or 
Caucasian; 12% as Latino/a, Chicano/a, Hispanic, or Mexican-
American; 12% as mixed-race or “other”; 7% as Asian, Asian-
American, or Pacifi c Islander; and 3% as Black or African-American 
(these are approximations because there were a few who classi-
fi ed themselves in atypical ways, such as “Celtic,” “Jewish,” or 
“Persian”). Finally, in terms of the religious identity that they 
were raised in or once claimed but no longer identify with, approx-
imately 50% had been some denomination of Protestant 
Christian, 27% had been Catholic, 7% had been Jewish, 5% had 
been Mormon, 5% had been Muslim, and the remainder were of 
mixed/combined religious backgrounds. 

 For further details on the demographics of my interviewees 
(such as political preferences, occupations, or class background 
based on occupation of parents), see the table below.       
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   Date of 
Interview    Gender    Age    Where Raised     Occupation    Highest Ed  

  Race/
Ethnicity  

  Mother’s 
Occ.  

  Father’s 
Occ.    Pol. Party    Former/Ex-   

   1.  5/9/08  M  Mid-thirties  Southern CA  Library 

manager 

 Some 

college 

 White  Telephone 

operator 

 Transportation 

engineer 

 Libertarian  Pentecostal 

Christian  

   2.  5/14/08  F  Mid-thirties  upstate NY/

Southern CA 

 Fundraiser  BA  Black  Hospital 

administrator 

 CPA  Dem  Nondenominational 

Christian  

   3.  5/16/08  F  Late twenties  Southern CA  Assistant 

director of 

nonprofi t 

 BA  White  Teacher’s 

aide 

 Police offi  cer/

truck driver 

 Dem  Lutheran  

   4.  5/18/08  M  Early thirties  Southern CA  Comm. 

college prof. 

 MA  Italian-

American 

 Spiritual 

counselor 

 Nurse  Independent  Evangelical 

Christian  

   5.  5/27/08  F  Late twenties  Northern CA  Student/

tutor 

 AA  White  Dance 

teacher 

 Carpenter  Dem  Christian  

   6.  5/27/08  F  Mid-forties  Southern CA  Architect  MA  White  School 

teacher 

 Realtor  Nonpartisan  Pentecostal 

Christian  

   7.  6/2/08  M  Mid-forties  Southern CA  Audio-visual 

librarian 

 BA  White  Hairdresser  Contractor  Independent  Christian  

   8.  6/3/08  M  Early twenties  Southern CA  Student  Some 

college 

 White  Librarian  Th ink-tank 

consultant 

 Independent  Conservative 

Jewish  

   9.  6/6/08  M  Early twenties  Southern CA  Law student  BA  White  Spiritual 

counselor 

 Nurse  Green/

Independent 

 Evangelical 

Christian  

   10.  6/10/08  F  Late twenties  Southern CA  Adjunct 

professor 

 MA  White  Dental 

assistant 

 Teach specialist 

for electric co. 

 Green/Dem  Christian  



   11.  9/12/08  M  Early sixties  CO  Professor  PhD  Chicano/

Latino 

 Homemaker/

vegetable 

picker 

 Farmhand  Dem  Catholic  

   12.  9/29/08  F  Early twenties  Southern CA  Student  Some college  Mexican  Administrative 

assistant 

 Video editor  Dem  Catholic  

   13.  10/8/08  F  Mid-twenties  Southern CA  Grad students  MA  Caucasian, 

¼ Native 

American 

 Oil analyst  Museum 

curator/gun 

shop owner 

 Republican/

Libertarian 

 Seventh Day 

Adventist  

   14.  10/8/08  F  Late thirties  IL  Writer  BA  White  Homemaker/

librarian 

 Christian youth 

director 

 Dem  Baptist/

Presbyterian  

   15.  10/15/08  F  Late twenties  MO  Grad student  BA  “Other”  Speech 

pathologist 

 Food industry 

consultant 

 Not 

registered 

 Jewish  

   16.  10/19/08  M  Late fi fties  Ghana  Computer 

programmer 

 Some college  Black  Homemaker  Farmer  Dem  Jehovah’s Witness  

   17.  10/29/08  M  Mid-sixties  CO  Retired 

dentist 

 Doctorate in 

dentistry 

 White  Homemaker  Painter/

contractor 

 Dem  Lutheran  

   18.  10/29/08  F  Early twenties  Southern CA  Receptionist/

student 

 Some college  White  Secretary  Construction 

superintendent 

 Dem  Mormon  

   19.  11/4/08  M  Late thirties  TX  College 

instructor 

 PhD  White  Nurse  Accountant  Not 

registered 

 Christian  

   20.  11/18/08  M  Early thirties  Belgium  Actor  AA  White  Teacher  Farmer  N/A  Catholic  

   21.  11/11/08  M  Late twenties  GA  Bartender/

writer 

 BS  White  Teacher/offi  ce 

clerk 

 Accountant  Dem  Catholic  

   22.  11/14/08  M  Mid-twenties  MI  Student  BA  White  Teacher  Salesman  Green  Lutheran  
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CONTINUED

   Date of 
Interview    Gender    Age  

  Where 
Raised    Occupation  

  Highest 
Ed  

  Race/
Ethnicity  

  Mother’s 
Occ.  

  Father’s 
Occ.    Pol. Party    Former/Ex-   

   23.  11/15/08  F  Late twenties  NY/KS  Martial arts 

instructor/

actress 

 BA  White  Special needs 

instructor 

 Portfolio 

manager 

 Dem  Jewish  

   24.  11/16/08  M  Mid-fi fties  VA  Flower 

breeder 

 Some college  White  Librarian  Professor  Dem  Evangelical 

Christian  

   25.  11/23/08  M  Early fi fties  CO  Scientist 

at drug 

company 

 BA  White  Homemaker/

greenhouse 

worker 

 Truck driver  Dem  Christian  

   26.  11/23/08  M  Mid-thirties  Southern CA  Health 

consultant/

writer/teacher 

 MA  White  Homemaker  Gasman  Dem  Mormon  

   27.  11/26/08  M  Late thirties  IL  College 

advisor 

 BA  White  Homemaker/

nursery school 

teacher 

 Social worker  Not 

registered 

 Christian  

   28.  12/1/08  M  Early thirties  OH  Th esaurus 

editor 

 BA  White  Homemaker  Musician/

railroad 

engineer 

 Not 

registered 

 United Methodist  

   29.  12/2/08  F  Early twenties  Southern CA  Student  Some college  Mexican  Book-keeper  Unemployed  Dem  Christian  

   30.  12/7/08  M  Early sixties  ID  High school 

teacher/

musician 

 BA, plus 

teaching 

credential 

 White  Nurse  Carpenter  Republican  Mormon  

   31.  12/18/08  M  Late forties  Southern CA  Elementary 

school teacher 

 MA  White  Teacher  Homemaker  Green  Evangelical/Baptist/

Mennonite/Catholic  



   32.  1/21/09  F  Late twenties  Southern CA  Nonprofi t 

program 

coordinator 

 BA  White  Nurse  Forklift driver  Green  Nondenominational 

Christian  

   33.  1/23/09  M  Late forties  Southern CA  Small 

business 

owner 

 BA  White  Homemaker  Budget analyst/

defense 

contractor 

 Dem  Catholic  

   34.  1/26/09  F  Early twenties  Southern CA  Bank teller  High school  White/Native 

American 

 Phone 

operator/

housewife 

 Sheet metal 

worker/small 

business owner 

 Independent  Christian  

   35.  2/4/09  F  Mid-thirties  MN  Law student  BA  White  Computer 

programmer/

homemaker 

 Meat cutter  Dem  Jehovah’s Witness  

   36.  2/9/09  M  Early seventies  MD/GA  Retired 

schoolteacher 

 MA  White  Homemaker/

secretary 

 Federal 

employee 

 Dem  Methodist  

   37.  2/18/09  F  Early thirties  Southern CA  Waitress  Some college  White  Secretary/

offi  ce clerk 

 Landscaper  Dem  Christian  

   38.  2/25/09  F  Mid-fi fties  PA  Professor  PhD  White  Homemaker/

offi  ce clerk 

 Machine 

operator 

   **    Christian  

   39.  2/25/09  M  Late forties  NY  Writer  BFA  White  Nurse  Lawyer  Independent/

Dem 

 Catholic  

   40.  3/3/09  F  Mid-twenties  Northern CA  Food server/

student 

 Some college  White  Unemployed  Truck driver    **    Christian  

   41.  3/4/09  F  Late thirties  Canada/CA  Sales account 

manager 

 BA  White  Homemaker  Doctor  Dem  Catholic  

   42.  3/5/09  M  Late teens  Northern CA  Lifeguard/

student 

 Some college  White  Prosecutor  Professor  None  Christian 
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CONTINUED

   Date of 
Interview    Gender    Age  

  Where 
Raised    Occupation  

  Highest 
Ed  

  Race/
Ethnicity  

  Mother’s 
Occ.  

  Father’s 
Occ.    Pol. Party    Former/Ex-   

   43.  3/6/09  M  Late fi fties  Southern CA  Small business 

owner 

 MA  Portuguese  Homemaker  Self-employed  Dem  Catholic  

   44.  3/6/09  F  Mid-fi fties  GA  Doctor  Med school  Jewish  Homemaker  Shoe salesman  Dem  Orthodox Jewish  

   45.  3/8/09  M  Late teens  OH  Student  Some college  White  Homemaker/

artist 

 CEO of 

investment 

fi rm 

 None  Christian  

   46.  3/8/09  F  Mid-sixties  NY  Retired 

apartment 

manager 

 High school  White  Cook  Carpenter    **    Baptist  

   47.  3/9/08  F  Early forties  Philippines  Director of 

Research 

 MA  Filipino  Owner/

director of 

private school 

 Sugar salesman  Dem  Catholic/Christian  

   48.  3/9/09  M  Mid-fi fties  Northern CA  Student  Some college  White  Unknown  Iron worker  Dem  Christian  

   49.  3/12/09  F  Early twenties  Southern CA  Student  Some college  White  Librarian/

admissions 

offi  cer 

 Elementary 

school teacher 

 None  Nondenominational 

Christian  

   50.  3/14/09  M  Mid-twenties  Northern CA  Grad school 

student 

 BA  Indian  Teacher  CEO of tech 

corp. 

 None  Hindu  

   51.  3/17/09  F  Late thirties  Southern CA  Homemaker  BA  Chicana  Unclear  Factory worker  Green/Dem  Catholic  

   52.  3/18/09  F  Early fi fties  Southern CA/

Guam 

 Spiritual 

advisor 

 High school  Pacifi c 

Islander 

 Warehouse 

worker 

 Auto mechanic    **    Southern Baptist  

   53.  3/19/09  F  Late sixties  England  Retired editor  BA  White  Homemaker  Engineer  Dem  Catholic  



   54.  3/19/09  F  Early fi fties  England  Librarian  MA  White  High school 

teacher 

 Manager of 

shipping 

company 

 Dem  Christian  

   55.  3/20/09  M  Late fi fties  CT  Attorney  PhD  White  Homemaker/

school teacher 

 Professor  Dem  Congregationalist  

   56.  3/20/09  F  Late teens  NY  Student  Some college  Th ai-

American 

 Homemaker  Owner of 

landscape 

company 

 Dem  Jewish  

   57.  3/23/09  M  Mid-twenties  TX  Student  Some college  White  Teacher  Engineer  Republican  Catholic  

   58.  3/23/09  F  Late teens  Southern CA  Student  Some college  White  Homemaker  Expert witness 

for insurance 

co. 

 Dem  Catholic  

   59.  3/24/09  M  Early twenties  Southern CA  Student  Some college  Latino/

Chicano 

 Café manager  Groundskeeper  Dem  Catholic  

   60.  3/25/09  M  Late thirties  NY  Professor  PhD  African 

American 

 Junior high 

teacher 

 Musician/mass 

transit 

authority 

employee 

 Not 

registered 

 Pentecostal 

Christian  

   61.  3/26/09  M  Late seventies  Southern CA    **    AA  Chicano  Homemaker  Laborer  Dem  Catholic  

   62.  3/26/09  F  Late forties  Germany/

Belgium/

Spain 

 Professor  PhD  White  Translator  Chemist  Dem  Catholic  

   63.  3/26/09  M  Mid-forties  Southern CA  In-home 

health care 

provider 

 Some college  Chicano    **      **    Socialist  Jehovah’s Witness  
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CONTINUED

   Date of 
Interview    Gender    Age  

  Where 
Raised    Occupation    Highest Ed  

  Race/
Ethnicity  

  Mother’s 
Occ.  

  Father’s 
Occ.    Pol. Party    Former/Ex-   

   64.  4/3/09  M  Mid-thirties  Saudi Arabia  Small business 

owner 

 BA  White  Principal  Civil engineer  Dem  Muslim  

   65.  4/7/09  M  Mid-twenties  Southern CA  Elementary 

schoolteacher 

 MA  Mexican-

Italian-

American 

 Homemaker/

babysitter 

 High school 

teacher/job 

counselor 

 Dem  Catholic  

   66.  4/11/09  M  Mid-forties  Southern CA  Sales  Some college  Mexican 

American 

 Receptionist  Pressman  Dem  Catholic  

   67.  4/14/09  M  Early sixties  IL  Student  BA  Celtic  School teacher  Machinist  None  Catholic  

   68.  4/15/09  F  Late thirties  Southern CA  Homemaker  BA  White  Grocery 

checker 

 Computer 

programmer 

 Dem  Mormon  

   69.  4/17/09  M  Mid-thirties  NJ  Student/

carpenter 

 Some college  White  Psychologist  Electrical 

engineer 

 Independent  Christian  

   70.  4/17/09  F  Late teens  OR  Student  Some college  Lebanese/

Arab-

American 

 Homemaker  Small business 

owner 

 Dem  Muslim  

   71.  4/17/09  M  Late twenties  TX  Law student  BA  Persian    **      **      **    Muslim  

   72.  4/19/09  F  Mid-forties  Southern CA  Marriage 

counselor 

 MA  White  Homemaker  Produce 

business owner 

 Independent  Christian 

    

   73.  4/23/09  M  Mid-twenties  Southern CA  Student  Some college  Filipino  Teacher  Musician/artist  None  Catholic  

   74.  4/24/09  F  Late forties  Mexico  Professor  PhD  Mexican  Homemaker  Engineer  Dem  Catholic  

   75.  4/24/09  M  Early fi fties  Southern CA  Psychologist  MA  White  Interior 

designer 

 Engineer  Dem  Catholic  

   76.  4/25/09  F  Early fi fties  NY  Social 

 Worker 

 MA  White    **      **      **    Christian  



   77.  4/25/09  M  Early thirties  NY  Writer  BA  White  Psycho-

dramatist 

 President of 

company 

 Dem  Jewish  

   78.  4/26/09  F  Mid-seventies  Southern CA    **    High school  Mexican 

American 

 Worked at 

restaurant 

 County 

employee/fl ood 

control 

 Dem  Catholic/

Presbyterian  

   79.  5/3/09  F  Mid-fi fties  WI  Math teacher  BA  White  Fashion 

designer 

 Attorney  Dem  Melchite/Roman 

Catholic  

   80.  6/4/09  M  Mid-forties  MD  Adjunct 

professor 

 PhD  White  School teacher  School teacher  Dem  Catholic  

   81.  11/18/09  M  Early sixties  Southern CA  Substitute 

teacher 

 BA  White  Homemaker  Contractor/

carpenter 

 Dem/Green  Presbyterian  

   82.  11/30/09  M  Early forties  Southern CA  Video game 

artist 

 High school  Irish-Italian  Hairdresser/

retail clerk 

 Plumber/

salesman 

 Dem  Catholic/Christian  

   83.  12/7/09  M  Mid-thirties  ND  Writer/fi lm 

maker 

 MBA  White  Insurance 

claim adjuster 

 Accountant  Independent  Lutheran  

   84.  12/10/09  F  Mid-twenties  WA  Student  BA  White  Homemaker  Marine  Progressive  Christian  

   85.  12/15/09  M  Mid-twenties  Southern CA  Student  Some college  Mexican/

Hispanic 

 Teacher’s 

assistant 

 Truck driver  Independent  Catholic  

   86.  1/8/10  F  Mid-twenties  Bangladesh  Grad student  MA  Bengali  Homemaker/

manager of 

bakery 

 Economic 

policy advisor 

   **    Muslim  

   87.  3/18/1-  F  Early forties  CA  Homemaker  BA  Hispanic/

Basque 

   **    Rancher/farmer    **    Catholic  

    **  Answers were unclear, inaudible, unknown, or inapplicable.  
  Race/ethnicity: self-determined/stated by individual being interviewed.   
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      NOT E S   

     INTRODUCTION   
     1.   Kosmin and Keysar ( 2008  ), p. 7. And while this book deals mostly 

with apostasy and increased secularity in the United States, there 
are also signs of increased apostasy and secularity in Canada as 
well ( Altemeyer,  2010  ;  Fitzpatrick,  2010  ). For example, Reginald 
 Bibby ( 2002  ) reports that, concerning belief in God specifi cally, 
back in 1985 61% of Canadians said that they “defi nitely do,” but 
that dropped to 49% in 2000.  

    2.  For data on the increase of secularity, see  Kosmin and Keysar 
( 2008  ); Pew Forum U.S. Religious Landscape Survey:  http://reli-
gions.pewforum.org/affi  liations;  Harris Polls:  http://www.harris-
interactive.com/harris_poll/index.asp?PID=707  and also  http://
www.harrisinteractive.com/harris_poll/index.asp?PID=982;  
 Parade  “Spirituality Poll results” survey:  http://www.parade.com/
news/2009/10/04-spirituality-poll-results.html  from October 4, 
2009.  

    3.  For information about the growth of secular groups, see  New 
York Times :  http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/27/us/27atheist.
html;  growth of FFRF: Freedom from Religion Foundation: 
 http://www.ff rf.org/membership/reports/2006.php . For the 
growth of secular student groups, see  Gorski ( 2009  ) and also 
Secular Student Alliance:  http://www.secularstudents.org/;  for 
the growth of secularity among youth, see Putnam study:  http://
abcnews.go.com/Politics/story?id=7513343&page=1;  see also 
 Landsberg ( 2010  ).  

    4.   Hunsberger and Altemeyer ( 2006  ), p. 15. See also  Gottlieb ( 2008  ); 
 Bainbridge ( 2005  );  Kosmin and Keysar ( 2006  ); and  Tamney et al. 
( 1989  ).  

    5.  For defi nitions of apostasy, see  Beit-Hallahmi ( 2007  ), p. 302; 
 Bromley ( 1988  ), p. 12; and  Caplovitz and Sherrow ( 1977  ), pp. 
30–31.  

    6.  See  Mauss ( 1969  ) and  Brinkerhoff  and Burke ( 1980  ).  

http://religions.pewforum.org/affiliations
http://religions.pewforum.org/affiliations
http://www.harrisinteractive.com/harris_poll/index.asp?PID=707
http://www.harrisinteractive.com/harris_poll/index.asp?PID=707
http://www.harrisinteractive.com/harris_poll/index.asp?PID=982
http://www.harrisinteractive.com/harris_poll/index.asp?PID=982
http://www.parade.com/news/2009/10/04-spirituality-poll-results.html
http://www.parade.com/news/2009/10/04-spirituality-poll-results.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/27/us/27atheist.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/04/27/us/27atheist.html
http://www.ffrf.org/membership/reports/2006.php
http://www.secularstudents.org/
http://abcnews.go.com/Politics/story?id=7513343&page=1
http://abcnews.go.com/Politics/story?id=7513343&page=1
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    7.  For further discussion of this process, see  Perry et al. ( 1980  ); 
 Roozen ( 1980  );  Hadaway ( 1989  );  Leavy ( 1988  );  Pasquale ( 2010  ); 
 Hefl and ( 2009  ); and  Smith ( 2010  ).  

    8.   Albrecht et al. ( 1988  ), p. 62.  
    9.   Walter and Davie ( 1998  );  Miller and Hoff man ( 1995  );  Miller and 

Stark ( 2002  );  Beit-Hallahmi and Argyle ( 1997  );  Beit-Hallahmi 
( 2005  );  Batson et al. ( 1993  );  Rice ( 2003  );  Hayes ( 2000  );  Veevers 
and Cousineau ( 1980  ); and  Sullins ( 2006  ).  

    10.  For an extensive literature review comparing and contrasting the 
political values of secular people and religious people, see 
 Zuckerman ( 2009a  ).  

    11.   Berger ( 1963  ), p. 35.  
    12.   Baker ( 2008  );  Sherkat ( 2003  );  Sherkat ( 2008  ); and  Johnson 

( 1997  ). See also the recent Harris Poll that found that 86% of 
Americans without a college education believe in the resurrection 
of Jesus Christ, but only 64% of Americans with a postgraduate 
degree believe so. See  http://www.harrisinteractive.com/harris_
poll/index.asp? PID=359 .  

    13.   Hadaway ( 1989  ), p. 214.  
    14.  For a detailed description of my sample, see the appendix.  
    15.   Johnson ( 1998  ), p.118. See also  Paulhus ( 1984  ).    

    CHAPTER 1   
     1.   American Exorcism: Expelling Demons in the Land of Plenty , by 

Michael  Cuneo ( 2001  ).  
    2.  Harris Interactive Poll 2008:  http://www.harrisinteractive.com/

harris_poll/index.asp?PID=982;  see also the Baylor Religion 
Survey:  http://www.thearda.com/quickstats/qsdir.asp .  

    3.  Check out this website for more info:  http://www.blasphemychal-
lenge.com/ .  

    4.   Comte-Sponville ( 2006  ), pp. 5–6.    

    CHAPTER 2   
     1.  For recently published accounts of people who emphasize that 

their apostasy was triggered by an inability to believe in the mani-
festly unbelievable, see  Babinski ( 1995  );  Warraq ( 2003  );  Southerton 
( 2004  );  Loftus ( 2008  ); and  Smith ( 2010  ).  

    2.  Bible passages: Exodus 12:29, Hosea 10:14, II Kings 2:23, 24; 
Numbers 31:1–18, Deuteronomy 2:33–35. Qu’ran passages: Sura 
II:191, Sura XIV:16–17, Sura V:38, Sura XXII:19–22, Sura XXIII:6, 
and also  Warraq ( 2003  ). Mormon passages: II Nephi 5:21, II Nephi 
25:9 and also Doctrines and Covenants 132:41–63.  

http://www.harrisinteractive.com/harris_poll/index.asp?PID=359
http://www.harrisinteractive.com/harris_poll/index.asp?PID=359
http://www.harrisinteractive.com/harris_poll/index.asp?PID=982
http://www.harrisinteractive.com/harris_poll/index.asp?PID=982
http://www.thearda.com/quickstats/qsdir.asp
http://www.blasphemychallenge.com/
http://www.blasphemychallenge.com/
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    3.   Ranke-Heinemann ( 1992  ), p. 60.  
    4.   Craig ( 2007  ), p. 74. For surveys indicating Americans’ dislike of 

atheists, see  Edgell et al. ( 2006  ). For a refutation of the notion 
that atheists are immoral, see  Beit-Hallahmi ( 2010  ).    

    CHAPTER 3   
     1.   Gallup and Lindsay ( 1999  ), pp. 45–46, and  http://religions.pew-

forum.org/maps .    

    CHAPTER 4   
     1.  A 2009 Pew Forum survey found that while only 24% of 

Protestants in America support gay marriage, and 39% of 
Catholics support gay marriage, a full 67% of religious unaffil-
iated Americans do, indicating a strong correlation between 
supporting gay marriage and being nonreligious. For details, 
see  http://pewforum.org/Gay-Marriage-and-Homosexuality/
Public-Opinion-on-Gay-Marriage-Opponents-Consistently-
Outnumber-Supporters.aspx .  

    2.  See  Heiner ( 1992  ) for a discussion of irreligion and deviance.  
    3.  As  Altemeyer and Hunsberger ( 1997  ) have argued, the apostates 

they studied “had often paid a heavy price for their apostasy: 
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