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There was once a fiery preacher who possessed a powerful but unusual gift.  He found that, 
from an early age, when he prayed for individuals, they would supernaturally lose all of their 
religious convictions.  They would invariably lose all of their beliefs about the prophets, the 
sacred Scriptures, and even God.  So he learned not to pray for people but instead limited 
himself to preaching inspiring sermons and doing good works.   
 
However, one day while traveling across the country, the preacher found himself in 
conversation with a businessman who happened to be going in the same direction.  This 
businessman was a very powerful and ruthless merchant banker, one who was honored by his 
colleagues and respected by his adversaries.   
 
Their conversation began because the businessman, possessing a deep, abiding faith, had 
noticed the preacher reading from the Bible.  He introduced himself to the preacher and they 
began to talk.  As they chatted together this powerful man told the preacher all about his faith 
in God and his love of Christ.  He spoke of how his work did not really define who he was but 
was simply what he had to do.  “The world of business is a cold one,” he confided to the 
preacher, “and in my line of work I find myself in situations that challenge my Christian 
convictions.  But I try, as much as possible, to remain true to my faith.  Indeed, I attend a local 
church every Sunday, participate in a prayer circle, engage in some youth work, and contribute 
to a weekly Bible study.  These activities help remind me of who I really am.”  
  
After listening carefully to the businessman’s story, the preacher began to realize the purpose 
of his unseemly gift.  So he turned to the businessman and said, “Would you allow me to pray 
a blessing into your life?”  The man readily agreed, unaware of what would happen.  Sure 
enough, after the preacher had muttered a simple prayer, the man opened his eyes in 
astonishment.   
 
“What a fool I have been for all these years!” he proclaimed.  “It is clear to me now that there is 
no God above who is looking out for me, and that there are no sacred texts to guide me, and 
there is no Spirit to inspire and protect me.” 
 
As they parted company the businessman, still confused by what had taken place, returned 
home.  But now that he no longer had any religious beliefs, he began to find it increasingly 
difficult to continue his line of work.  Faced with the fact that he was now just a hard-nosed 
businessman working in a corrupt system, rather than a man of God, he began to despise his 
activity.  Within months he had a breakdown, and soon afterward gave up his line of work 
completely.  Feeling better about himself, he then went on to give to the poor all the riches he 
had accumulated and began to use his considerable managerial expertise to challenge the 
very system in which he once participated, and to help those who had been oppressed by it.   
 
One day, many years later, he happened upon the preacher again while walking through town.  
He ran over, fell at the preacher’s feet, and began to weep with joy.  Eventually he looked up at 
the preacher and smiled.  “Thank you, my dear friend,” he said, “for helping me to discover my 
faith.” 
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This story is one of several shared in a collection of modern day parables entitled The 
Orthodox Heretic and Other Impossible Tales, written by the Irish philosopher and theologian 
Peter Rollins.1  In the commentary that follows this tale, Rollins suggests that its purpose is to 
help us gain insight into how religious belief can itself be a barrier to living the life of faith.  It is 
an intriguing suggestion, but that is not the most compelling aspect of the story for me.  Rather, 
it is the implicit conclusion of the story: that the man in this story was a better follower of Jesus 
after he lost his belief in God than when he firmly held to it.  Or put another way – this man 
followed Jesus more truly as an atheist than as a Christian.   
 
The possibility suggested by this story is one that has been of interest to me for a long time.  
During my four years as a Philosophy and Religion major at Bridgewater College, I began what 
has become a personal and a vocational journey into the world of theology – thinking deeply 
and intentionally about God and questions of the divine.  And one of the most basic theological 
questions that one can ask is, “Does God exist?”  But as a person of faith and a cradle 
Christian, who had been baptized not once, but twice, in two different Protestant traditions, I do 
not recall anyone ever asking or talking about this most elemental theological question before 
college.  All my years of Sunday School, membership classes, and youth events did not equip 
me for asking or answering this question.  They simply taught me to assume an affirmative 
answer, or at least an affirmative answer was  assumed for me.   
 
Now I am sure that I had met an atheist before college.  I certainly had friends who were not at 
all religious.  But it was in college that I first engaged in conversations with others who said 
that they did not believe in God and called themselves atheists.  I remember one conversation 
in particular, sitting at a lunch table with a friend after one of our P&R classes.  At some point, 
the discussion turned to why she didn’t believe in God.  And she said that she couldn’t 
understand why it mattered whether or not she believed in God.  She could not see any reason 
why, should she find out for a fact that God did exist, that that knowledge would change the 
way she lived her life or treated other people.   
 
That statement was one of the most provocative that I have encountered.  Her reasoning was 
simple, and the challenge to my own belief system direct.  And her logic could be reversed to 
apply to my own belief in God – should I discover definitively tomorrow that God does not exist, 
would that knowledge change the way I lived my life?  In wrestling with that question, I 
concluded that it would not.  But then the obvious follow-up had to be asked – if the answer to 
the question of whether or not God exists did not have real significance for our either of our 
lives on two opposite ends of the belief spectrum, why did it matter?   
 
One possible response is that belief in God might not matter in this life, but it would certainly 
matter in the next.  In this view, the primary reason for believing in God is not to influence our 
actions in this life, but rather to provide us with assurance of our eternal destiny in the next life.  
Simply put, confessing our belief in God or in Jesus is first and foremost a way to punch our 
ticket to heaven and avoid the fires of hell.  Some have called this kind of belief theological 
“fire-insurance.” 
 

                                                
1 Peter Rollins, “Finding Faith,” The Orthodox Heretic and Other Impossible Tales, pp57-60. 
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While this view represents the theological perspective with which I and probably many of you 
grew up, and while it is the operative assumption behind much popular Christian literature, 
Sunday School curriculums, and media presentations of Christianity, and thus is probably the 
default belief for those who call themselves Christians, I had decided by about the middle of 
my sophomore year that I could not accept this perspective.  I could not and cannot believe in 
a God who would condemn billions of people living on the earth at any time to eternal 
damnation because of what they believe or do not believe.   
 
Incidentally, over the years since my first conversations with atheists about their convictions 
during college, one of the most frequently cited reasons for atheism that I have heard from 
people who don’t believe in God is that they cannot accept that our eternal destinies are 
determined by choosing, or by being randomly born into, one correct religion or belief system.  
Thus they can’t believe in a God who demands our belief “or else.”  I have come to frequently 
respond to such statements with an honest, “Yeah, I don’t believe in that God either.”   
 
But after years of wrestling with such questions and thoughts, I can affirm that I do believe in 
God.  At its most basic, my belief stems from my own longing for and experience of 
transcendence.  I believe in God because my spirit yearns for connection to something bigger 
than me and greater than the sum of this world.  I believe in God because I have been touched 
by that which I can only call divine.  I believe in God because when I look up at the stars or 
deep into the eyes of another person, I am cognizant of being touched by and participating in a 
deep mystery that exists at the heart of it all. 
 
Now some of my atheist friends would say that my beliefs, as those of all believers, say more 
about me than they do about God.  And I think that is just fine.  I would say to many of them 
that their atheism has more to do with their own rejection of the church and a particular theistic, 
modern, and western conception of God than it does about the divine reality, and would 
probably more accurately be called non-theism than atheism.  But none of that keeps us from 
living together, working together, and being good friends and neighbors.  The fact that we do 
not share a common belief about God may prevent us from worshipping together and sharing 
a common devotion or prayer life, but it does not need to prevent us from sharing life in all its 
fullness, learning from one another, working together for the common good, and respecting 
and loving one another completely.   
 
Which brings me back to my friend’s provocative statement about whether and/or why it 
mattered if we believe in God or not.  A further deepening of that question for me came when I 
read a book entitled Why Christianity Must Change or Die by the Episcopalian Bishop John 
Shelby Spong.2  At the beginning of chapter four, Spong relates an incident in which a woman 
in his diocese approached him with a challenging question: “Bishop,” she asked, “is it possible 
to be a Christian without being a theist?”3  In other words, is it possible to be an atheist and a 
Christian?   
 
How we answer that question depends a lot upon our definitions of the terms – an endeavor 
for which we do not have time this morning.  But for our purposes I think we can keep it simple 
and paint with broad strokes.  While there are as many different variations on atheism as there 
are variations on theism, I am using “atheist” in its most basic sense, as one who does not 

                                                
2 Why Christianity Must Change or Die: A Bishop Speaks to Believers in Exile (HarperSanFrancisco, 1998). 
3
 Chapter 4 is entitled, “Beyond Theism to New God Images”, pp. 56f. 
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believe in a theistic God – a personal, Almighty Being who is omnipotent, omniscient, and 
omnipresent, and who periodically intervenes in the affairs of our world.4  As for defining 
“Christian”, I suggest that there are two primary and divergent possibilities for defining this 
often assumed term.  The first is based in orthodoxy – a Christian is one who affirms “right 
belief” in Jesus as understood through the traditional creeds of the church.  As such, if we 
accept this definition of “Christian”, we must assert that no, one cannot be an atheist and a 
Christian.   
 
The second possible definition of “Christian,” however, is not based in orthodoxy, but rather in 
orthopraxy – right action.  In this definition, a Christian is one whose life is patterned after 
Jesus, and the operative question is not what one believes, but rather whom one follows.  In 
the Church of the Brethren, with our traditional affirmation of no creed but the New Testament, 
we have a history of embracing an understanding of Christianity rooted more in orthopraxy 
than orthodoxy.  And in our tradition, I am willing to assert that it is thus quite possible for 
someone to live as a disciple of Jesus, following his teachings and example, without believing 
in a theistic God.     
 
I know that not all of you will agree with me on that point.  As we heard in the reading from 
Corinthians this morning, God has made foolish the wisdom of this world, and Paul appeals for 
the church in Corinth to be in agreement and united in the same mind and same purpose.  And 
so it is a perfectly reasonable interpretation to take from this text that the only way we can stay 
united as followers of Jesus is to not try to wrestle with questions that are better left to God, but 
keep things simple and accept the truth of God without question or refinement.  Or rather as 
we read in the Matthew text, when Jesus calls we should follow immediately, no arguments 
and no questions asked.   
 
But I must confess that such interpretations of these texts are unsatisfying for me, as they are 
for many others.  I cannot worship in an environment where I am asked to check my mind at 
the front door.  I cannot serve in a mission in which I am not allowed to ask questions.  And I 
cannot belong to a community that insists that everyone believe the same things.   
 
Fortunately, these are not issues I need to worry about in this community of faith.  And so the 
only question that remains for me to address this morning is why I am bothering to raise all of 
this with you.  The answer is twofold.  First, I believe we have spent far too much time in the 
church and as people of faith wrangling over matters of belief.  We have split, we have 
shunned, we have led inquisitions, and often we have pushed our most thoughtful, intelligent 
members into the margins or out the door.  None of which has done us any good.  And 
secondly, and perhaps most importantly, because we have work to do in our world.  And 
though we may not be able to share in common devotion, our atheist friends and neighbors are 
potential allies and partners in our mission.   
 
This is a possibility which has apparently captured the imagination of even the pope.  In 
addition to his widely publicized ad-lib nod to nonbelievers during his Christmas address 

                                                
4 For more on definitions and variations of theisms and atheism, I recommend the following two resources from each side of 

the belief spectrum: Chapters 3 and 4 in Why Christianity Must Change or Die by John Shelby Spong as cited above; and 

How We Believe: Science Skepticism, and the Search for God, by Michael Shermer (Owl Books, 2000) especially “A 

Bibliographic Essay on Theism, Atheism, and Why People Believe in God” pp. 280-284. 
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quoted in the bulletin5, Pope Francis has made several other public gestures of goodwill and 
invitation toward atheists and nonbelievers.  A prime example came shortly after his inaugural 
mass in March, while meeting with representatives of Christian, Jewish, and Muslim leaders, 
when he referred to those who belong to no religious tradition as “precious allies” in defending 
human dignity, working for peace, and protecting creation. 6  According to James Martin, 
culture editor of American magazine, Pope Francis “realizes that atheists and agnostics are 
people of good intentions and good morals with whom we want to work closely.”7

 

 
Such rhetoric is a refreshing change from the typical party-line of the church and of Christians.  
And I believe it represents a promising trajectory for all of us who wish to answer the call to 
follow Jesus and continue his work in our 21st century pluralistic world.  But is it just wishful 
thinking to imagine that atheists would wish to collaborate with Christians in mission?   
 
A little over a month ago, I bought a book that was recommended to me by one Amazon’s 
infamous algorithms.  Its title alone intrigued me: Faitheist: How an Atheist Found Common 
Ground with the Religious.8  It is the reflections of Chris Stedman, a gay atheist who currently 
serves as the Assistant Humanist Chaplain at Harvard University.  I highly recommend it, for 
as one of the reviewers noted, “it is “a hand of friendship offered to people of faith and no faith.  
Not just to make nice, but to make ways for people with very different motivations to serve 
others and build justice together.”9   
 
Perhaps the biggest surprise of the book came in its final pages, when Stedman recounts 
walking out of the airport in State College, PA and being met by the Reverend David 
Witkovsky, campus chaplain at Juniata College.  He was there to speak in a World religions 
class about atheism, Humanism, and the religiously unaffiliated and to support students’ efforts 
to create a Secular Student Alliance on campus.  He speaks in glowing terms of the generous 
welcome he received and the offer of support from the Campus Ministry Office at Juniata.  And 
in his concluding paragraphs, Stedman says that “Communities like the one at Juniata…where 
the mutual goals of love and service remain at the forefront of people’s thoughts and actions – 
present a hope I long to see actualized in religious and nonreligious communities alike.   
 
I believe that this hope is one that can bring Christians and atheists and all those in between 
together, to unite with one mind in working for the common good – a world that is more just, 
more peaceful, and more humane.  A world that sounds an awful lot like what I would call the 
Kingdom of God, but which I am content to allow my atheist friends to call by any other name, 
so long as we can share it together. 
 
May it be so 

                                                
5 Jim Yardley, “Pope, Off Script, Nods to Atheists in Holiday Call for World Peace.”  The New York Times.  December 25, 
2013.  Available: http://www.nytimes.com/2013/12/26/world/europe/popes-christmas-message-for-atheists.html?_r=1& 
6 Cathy Lynn Grossman, “Nod to unbelievers part of pope’s style.”  Christian Century.  January 22, 2014. p. 18. 
7 Ibid.   
8 Beacon Press, 2012. 
9
 Julie Polter, quoted on the back cover of Faitheist.   


