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Introduction

Christianity is distinct from any other world religion, philosophy, or ideology in how it
explains universal origin, meaning, destiny, and morality. The Christian message is also unique
in promise of a personal and life-changing relationship with the Creator God. One can hardly
deny the influence of the Christian faith has had on humanity over the past two thousand years.
However, a growing number of those believers who once claimed commitment to the
transcendent message and transformative power of Jesus Christ eventually rescind belief in their
faith and renounce their deeply held spiritual convictions. This paper explores why people with
roots in the Christian worldview completely shift their ideology and radically transform their
perspectives to the point where they now consider their previous system of belief as evil and
destructive.

The separation between the ideological extremes of Christianity and atheism is as wide
as the boundaries of the known universe; however, it is not uncommon for people to make that
monumental leap from one worldview to the other. The Christian who decides to rescind their
religious faith and embrace atheism (the “deconverted” Christian, also known as an apostate?)
initiates a wholesale reanalysis of the transcendent, of the self, of meaning, of morals, and of
purpose. Many people take other tracks post-deconversion, such a shift to other religions or
even a move to what one may consider to be “passive Christianity” which involves a rejection
of formal religious worship and community without necessarily rejecting the transcendent

possibility of God or Jesus as an ideal example to humanity. This paper focuses on the apostate.

Y In theological literature, “Apostasy” is a common term to describe religious deconversion and
is viewed as an act of opposition that entails making a statement against the exited group. In other words,
an “Apostate” is someone who not only leaves the group, but who actively opposes it. The terms will be
used interchangeably in this paper.



The abyss between the two ideologies also correlates to the metaphorical gap between God and
man—Dbetween a belief system based on a God-centered universe and a belief system based on a
human-centered universe.

The recognition of a Creator-God has been a fundamental and ever-present tenet of
humanity, embraced across many cultures and people groups. American philosopher and
educator Mortimer Adler proclaimed, “More consequences for thought and action follow the
affirmation or denial of God than from answering any other basic question.”? Christianity, with
its theological foundation being in the triune Godhead (which includes the person of Jesus
Christ), started with a group of less than twenty people (probably uneducated laborers) and had
its religious leader killed in a very public and embarrassing fashion at the hands of the Roman
Empire.

Despite this improbable origin, which should have been catastrophic to any fledging
faith, it became the official religion of the entire Roman Empire within 300 years. Christianity
is still the favored religion of one third of the world’s population today. As of 2015, the United
States has the largest population of Christians in the world.® However, since 1990, the
percentage of the United States’ population who consider themselves theists and followers of
Jesus Christ has reduced dramatically—along with a corresponding increase in the number of

those who do not declare a religious ideological affiliation, also known as “Nones.”

2 Mortimer Adler, Great Books of the Western World (Chicago: Encyclopedia Britannica, 1952),
561.

3 Pew Research, “The Countries With the 10 Largest Christian Populations,” pewforum.org,
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/04/01/the-countries-with-the-10-largest-christian-
populations-and-the-10-largest-muslim-populations.

4 “Nones” refer to people who do not embrace religious worship or formal affiliation of any
kind. Pew Research, “In US, Decline of Christianity Continues at a Rapid Pace,” pewforum.org,


https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/04/01/the-countries-with-the-10-largest-christian-populations-and-the-10-largest-muslim-populations
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/04/01/the-countries-with-the-10-largest-christian-populations-and-the-10-largest-muslim-populations

This paper seeks to investigate the rationale or apologetic behind the ideological shift
away from belief in the Judeo-Christian God, the historically dominate influencer of Western
culture and ethos. It will explore the possibility that society has a greater apologetic impact with
anti-Christian principles than the church does in defense of Christian dogma. It will also explore
the reality that people tend to intellectualize themselves away from the supernatural in favor of
that which is natural, material, and therefore more “rational.”

There is evidence of a general shift in religiosity in the West. The impetus behind the
shift is fodder for great sociological debate. Sociologist John S. Knox expounds on this topic in
his work on Sacro-Egoism.> Knox illustrates the broad spectrum of thought in modern debate on
the topic. He highlights the work of historian and sociologist Steve Bruce and his suggestion
that even the modern religious have traded the transcendent for a version of naturalism. What
once was fundamental belief regarding the supernatural has “been diminished and is now
psychologized or trivialized.”® Bruce explains that religion heretofore was about the divine and
our relationship thereto. The Bible is no longer seen as authoritative; Christ was merely a good
teacher, miracles are unexplained phenomenon, and God is a vague power and possibly—
simply representative of our own consciousness. Ironically, many people who claim the
aforementioned also still claim the label of “religious” or “spiritual.” Some who hold those
views also claim the label of “Christian” although those precepts having no basis in Jesus’s

teaching.

https://www.pewforum.org/2019/10/17/in-u-s-decline-of-christianity-continues-at-rapid-pace/. More
information provided in Tables 1 and 2 in Apologetic Response section.

®John S. Knox, Sacro-Egoism: The Rise of Religious Individualism in the West (Eugene: Wipf &
Stock, 2016).

& Steve Bruce, God Is Dead: Secularization in the West (Malden: Blackwell, 2002), 208.


https://www.pewforum.org/2019/10/17/in-u-s-decline-of-christianity-continues-at-rapid-pace/

In what could be considered the capitalist perspective on religiosity, Knox highlights the
work of Sociologists Roger Finke and Rodney Stark as they describe rational choice theory,
suggesting that America is simply reacting to modern churches in a market economy
perspective.” The churches who respond to the cultural shifts with the proper marketing will
once again win their share of the market. Finke and Stark describe the conscious shift of the
church as a lessening of “tension with the social environment.”®

A variation in this theme is addressed in the work by British scholars Heelas and
Woodhead in describing what they deem as the Spiritual Revolution.® Their research verifies
evidence of this ideological shift. The authors state, “Some of the longitudinal data we have
cited would appear to indicate that inner-life beliefs have overtaken or are overtaking beliefs
more obviously belonging to a traditional theistic frame of reference.”? They conclude that this
shift may eventually completely replace the role once played by Christianity.** In what will be a
key theme of the apologetic response of this paper, Hellas summarizes:

(Modern) spirituality is experienced as dwelling within the here and now; as integral to

life; as inseparable from, a natural aspect of, what it is to be alive. Rather than relying on

external sources of significance or authority, considerable importance is attributed to the

voice of experience; experience which emanates from the heart of one’s subjective life,
ultimately from one’s life itself.'?

’ Rodney Stark and Roger Finke, Acts of Faith: Explaining the Human Side of Religion
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 2000).

8 Ibid., 144.

% Paul Heelas, et al., The Spiritual Revolution (Malden: Blackwell, 2005), 74.
10 1bid., 74.

11 Knox, Sacro-Egoism, 5.

12 paul Heelas, “The Infirmity Debate: On the Viability of New Age Spiritualities of
Life,” Journal of Contemporary Religion 21, no. 2 (2006): 223-40, DOI: 10.1080/13537900600656066.


https://doi.org/10.1080/13537900600656066

Evidence suggests that there is a perception gap regarding one significant aspect of the
human condition—personal accountability. The deconverted Christians and current atheists who
participated in this research regularly mentioned the “guilt” that Christianity added to their
lives. Likewise, they claimed a release of the sense of guilt once deconverted, accompanied by a
sense of overall “peace” (a word used quite regularly by the research participants), which
described their post-deconversion mental state. They claimed a sense of conviction as a
Christian and a sense of redemption as an atheist, which curiously, is completely reversed in the
message of the Christian Gospel.

From a Judeo-Christian perspective, all people are born in sin and, therefore, have a
fallen nature with tendencies toward evil versus good, but the same can be said of the naturalist
characterization of humanity. In naturalism, humans are flawed creatures of a mindless process
of evolution, who operate on the impulses of a hard-wired mental state, with a Darwinist focus
on self-preservation. Concepts such as morality, purpose, and destiny are purely human
constructs with no basis in physical reality, according to this worldview.

On the other hand, the message of Christ is that these qualities are indeed not only real
and relevant, but in their objective basis lies the key to meaning and truth. Humanity has been
provided an escape from its fallen state, an unearned gift of salvation and sanctification (John
8:24; John 14:6; Luke 5:23; Mark 16:6; John 3:16).*® The atheist may not deny the utility of
redemption, because they obviously continue to seek something similar, but they do debate

where to source it.

13 Unless otherwise noted, all biblical references are from the N.A.S.B version. New American
Standard Bible (LaHabra: The Lockman Foundation, 1995).



Christianity declares a resolution to humanity’s sins and guilt. However, despite the
theology and message based on love, redemption, and victory, deconverted Christians claim an
opposite experience. For these now avowed atheists, their religious experience carried with it a
mountainous weight of guilt and judgement, expressions that are logical reactive implications to
the theological term—sin.

The word, “sin,” occurs over four hundred times in the Bible. Sin is defined simply as
disobedience to God. It can be considered a spiritual crime. The theological concepts of sin and
redemption requires a constant evaluation of self. It requires a recognition of, and reckoning for,
personal actions and accountability. It requires recognition of an objective standard of truth and
the impact of deviation from that truth.

The theological mechanism for dealing with sin is acknowledgment, forgiveness, and
repentance, concluding with reconciliation with God. One non-theological, twenty-first century,
postmodern method of dealing with sin is to deny the concept exists, believe there is no
objective truth, and then to deny any source of transcendent objective truth. Once that happens,
the tension is relieved. It seems obvious that the Christian deconvert may have grappled with
the formula of sin and redemption and eventually decided the weight of the struggle was too
great.

Gresham Machen, in his great work, Christianity and Liberalism,* expounds on modern
cultural rejection of fundamental Christian doctrines based on nothing more than a simple shift
of presuppositions:

Modern liberalism, it has been observed so far, has lost sight of two great

presuppositions of the Christian message — the Living God and the fact of sin. The
liberal doctrine of God and the liberal doctrine of man are both diametrically opposite to

14 ). Gresham Machen, Christianity and Liberalism (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1923), 60.



the Christian view. But the divergence concerns not only the presuppositions of the
message, but also the message itself.™

Evidence from the research for this paper suggests that those who struggle with their
faith also struggle with the implications of moral auditing involving the de-emphasis of self, the
conquering of the impact of sin in their lives and increased personal introspection: each of
which are core aspects of the maturing believer in Christ. Atheism does not recognize
supernatural authority nor objective truth and as a result, seems attractive to someone struggling
with purpose, meaning, and accountability.

Secular society is experiencing a similar shift regarding accountability. The political left
propagates a worldview void of accountability—elimination of law and order by defunding
institutions of safety, disregard for human life, societal change through intimidation,
destruction, and rebellion, disassembling of the nuclear family, the installation of so-called
“safe spaces” where students are isolated from intellectual challenges to their radical worldview,
and even a challenge to the biological definition of a man or a woman.

Postmodernism is a twentieth century philosophy characterized by skepticism,
subjectivism, and relativism, suggesting a general suspicion of reason and ideology.*® In
essence, postmodernism rejects the prospect of truth and meaning in modern culture and
society. While there is a clear drive for scientific improvement, environmental improvement,
and a claim of political and social improvement, postmodern culture shows little evidence of a

similar commitment for any concept of moral improvement. Stagnation seems to define

15 Machen, Christianity and Liberalism. 69.

16 B. Duignan, “Postmodernism,” Encyclopedia Britannica, accessed September 4, 2020,
https://www.britannica.com/topic/postmodernism-philosophy.



morality for the postmodernist with the declaration, “You are good and acceptable the way you
are right now.”

The research from the interview participants for this paper suggests deconverted
Christians are not changing their religious perspective because of an evaluation of new and
relevant evidence. Much like the postmodernist, they are shifting ideological perspectives
seemingly as an escape, further validating the objective of postmodern thought in search for
personal empowerment and more open social avenues. However, the exchange comes at a very

significant price, both spiritually and psychologically, as will be examined later in this paper.

Statement of the Problem

Most of the former Christians who were interviewed for this research embraced key
aspects of a secular worldview (even when they self-identified as a Christian believer), which
aligned distinctly with American left of center politics. Since these leftist tenets conflict directly
with historic Christian principles, this conflict of ideology ultimately became intellectually
unreconcilable, which instigated the deconversion decision.

In the first century, Jesus Christ also lived in an environment with true religious and
political strife. He certainly could have chosen to leverage his influence among the Jewish
proletariat (working class) to start a political rebellion against the Roman oppression. This was
not the purpose or message of His mission. His message went beyond the natural, the material,
or the political (Matthew 2:21). The singular mission of Jesus Christ was to influence
humanity’s recognition of objective morality and in doing so, all other aspects of the human
condition would have the appropriate foundation to gain redemption, to become God-focused,

and ultimately in following God’s order for man, properly flourish.



For the political left in America, their intended scope of influence is not restricted to
politics. The left has established a foothold or outright dominates many pillars of American
society. The next target for the leftist agenda is the Christian church itself: they have directly in
their sights the “religious left” due to the quite curious alignment of secular leftist social
ideology with the religious left social sympathies.’

As an example, the twenty first century concept of “social justice,” while happy to
manipulate the Church when it suits its purpose, has its true origins in the secular ideologies of
Karl Marx. Marx famously stated that religion is “at one and the same time, the expression of
real suffering and a protest against real suffering. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature,
the heart of a heartless world, and the soul of soul-less conditions. It is the opium of the
people.”*® In his writings, Marx simultaneously mocks the basis of religious but then admits it
as a viable mechanism of manipulation that could be leveraged for his nefarious, social
engineering purposes.

The twenty first century concept of social justice is a not-so-subtle Marxist tool that
perpetrates and continuous cycle of attack on institution and tradition, all while reinforcing the
Communist Manifesto narrative of the “oppressed” and the “oppressor.”*® It is being leveraged
as a conduit to connect with socially ideological cousins; the political left and the religious left.

Paul Kengor, political science professor expounds on this issue in his book, The Devil and Karl

7 Daniel Bush, “Religious Liberals Want to Change What it Means to be a Religious Voter,”
pbs.org, accessed March 7, 2021, https://www.pbs.org/newshour/politics/religious-liberals-want-to-
change-what-it-means-to-be-a-christian-voter.

18 Joseph O’Malley, Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right (Cambridge: Cambridge Press), 4.

19 John T. Jost, and Aaron C. Kay, “Social Justice: History, Theory, and Research,” in Handbook
of Social Psychology (Hoboken: John Wiley & Sons, 2010), 1122-65.



Marx.?’ Kengor suggests that although western society has harshly judged socialism
historically, he notes a recent and uncomfortable warming to the tenets of socialism, He
explains, “The same softening on Marxism that has taken place in the realm of politics has also
infected the church as well, at time through misunderstanding and at times through outright
infiltration.”?

While the political left ideologically identifies with tenets of Marxism, it takes a moral
bridge to reach the religious left: enter the religion of Social Justice and its Marxist framework,
critical race theory.?? Pastor and author Dr. Tom Ascol shares concerns regarding the influence
of the political left on the church and the potential impact to vulnerable Christians in a way that
could encourage deconversion:

The postmodern, deconstructionist worldview ... has given rise to godless ideologies

like radical feminism, Critical Race Theory, and Intersectionality,” he wrote. “These

ideologies are being smuggled into conservative Christian churches and entities (see

Resolution 9 from SBC19) often by well-meaning but misguided teachers. If they are

not identified and repudiated, they will have disastrous consequences for the spread of

the gospel and the faith of millions of people. These ideologies are not merely opposed
but are actually antithetical to the gospel of Jesus Christ.?

2 Paul Kengor, The Devil and Karl Marx: Communism's Long March of Death, Deception, and
Infiltration (Ashland: TAN Books, 2020), 5.

2L 1bid.

22 Critical race theory (CRT), the view that the law and legal institutions are inherently racist and
that race itself, instead of being biologically grounded and natural, is a socially constructed concept that
is used by white people to further their economic and political interests at the expense of people of color.
According to critical race theory, racial inequality emerges from the social, economic, and legal
differences that white people create between “races” to maintain elite white interests in labor markets
and politics, giving rise to poverty and criminality in many minority communities. The CRT movement
officially organized itself in 1989, at the first annual Workshop on Critical Race Theory, though
its intellectual origins date to the 1960s and *70s. Curry, "Critical race theory," Encyclopedia Britannica,
May 28, 2020, https://www.britannica.com/topic/critical-race-theory.

2 Art Tolston, “Akin, Mohler Dispute Claim of Liberal Drift,” baptistpress.org, accessed May
12,2021, https://www.baptistpress.com/resource-library/news/akin-mohler-dispute-claim-of-sbc-
liberal-drift/.


https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/communities
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/intellectual

The Neo-Marxist recognizes the absolute demonstrable failure of Marxism historically
and attempts to resurrect the corpse with a much more attractive and embraceable facade. Neo-
Marxism in America leverages concepts that are morally indisputable (such as the value of
minority lives, the poor, and the disenfranchised), then inherently links those ideas to
reprehensible, asinine, and thoroughly unbiblical ideas (such as redefinition of the nuclear
family, the weaponization of race, the destruction of all foundations of tradition, including the
church). However, awfully specific to its utilitarian perspective of religion, Neo-Marxism does
not want to rid Christianity of its influential substructure, but rather, of its theistic and
Christocentric bedrock.

The political left now dominates three major cultural pillars of American society
including academia, entertainment media, and news media. Just as with Communism and
Marxism, the church is yet another cultural landmark. Kengor expounds on this issue:

Though it has been long obvious to sentient human beings that communists hate

religion, they nevertheless had an almost preternatural ability to enchant liberal

Christians. They cynically, contemptuously targeted the religious left. They knew that

progressive Christians shared certain sympathies with them: worker’s rights, wealth

redistribution, shrinking the income gap, denouncing the rich, fomenting class envy.

Communists exploited that trust, often invoking the language of ““social justice” to enlist

liberals in their petitions, their marches, their campaigns, their objectives. 2

In strategically targeting the church, they seek to gain a new level of perceived
legitimacy for their ideology to completely dominate culture. The church must be prepared to

address the onslaught of a progressive or postmodern push in American society and the

acceptance of similar ideologies that lack any biblical basis or support among the church body.

2 Kengor, The Devil and Karl Marx, 151.



In recognizing how to balance an accurate reflection of the true gospel of Jesus Christ
with an awareness of the appropriate apologetic response to this spiritual warfare, the church
can accomplish multiple things. The church must recognize this manipulation and improve their
spiritual discernment regarding these tactics and their furtive and evil intention. First, the
Christian church can better understand what is meant by serving God with all our heart, soul,
and mind (Mark 12: 29-31) by sharpening apologetic tools to intellectually counter this twenty-
first century culture wave. Second, believers can take an aggressive step in achieving the
mandate of the Great Commission by understanding that the church must not be a bystander in
the current culture war. As Machen states, “Light may at times be an impertinent intruder, but it
is always beneficial in the end.”?® Third, believers can establish a beachfront counter the
cultural propaganda by demonstrating that Christianity is the best possible explanation, the most
complete holistic worldview, and the only viable framework to recognize objective morality and
ethics on a global basis, across cultural boundaries—while at the same time showing that Jesus
Christ has a unique and specific purpose for each person, individually.

Apologist William Lane Craig challenges the claim of some non-theists that objective
moral values can and do exist in the absence of a Creator-God.?® Craig is further astounded by
such a claim given the questionable logic of Naturalism, the most popular form of atheism.
Naturalism posits a claim that reality is defined only by natural properties and causes, as
described by scientific method. Naturalists are amenable to some abstracts such as morality and

moral realism. Craig points out that science is morally neutral. It may suggest evidence on the

% Machen, Christianity and Liberalism, 1.

% William Lane Craig, On-Guard (Colorado Springs: Cook, 2010), 131.



observable universe, but it is silent on questions such moral obligations and duties. To suggest
otherwise is simply to extend atheism and naturalism into a real of its own faith-based religion.

By understanding the motivation of the Christian deconverts, believers may find
evidence to refine the Christian apologetic toward the whole of society. The apostate may be
“Patient Zero” in a path to develop an apologetic inoculation against the disease of secular
influence on the church. The medical community values the epidemiological investigations
from the first reported case of a new disease. Epidemiologists trace these first patients (Patient
Zero) to obtain clues about the infections transmission course and how to stop it spreading
further.?” This same strategy can be applied to spiritual plagues as well. In other words, an
evaluation of the deconverted may inform the church of where our apologetical, doctrinal, and
spiritual antibodies are insufficient barriers to the virus of postmodern ideology. The twenty-
first century Christian apologist can (and should) learn from the personal experience of the
deconverted.

Modern worldviews have an epistemology from one of three dimensions: the evidential
(a thesis based on an evidence or “proof” basis), the experiential (a thesis based on personal
experience as support for the embraced worldview), and the presuppositional (a thesis based on
foundational knowledge which is presumed). Tendency to embrace a given dimension is
impacted by society norms and ideologies. Baby boomers have a stronger tendency toward
presuppositions. Gen Xs have greater tendencies toward being evidentialist and pragmatic.
Millennials and Gen Zs demonstrate a strong entrenchment in experientialism.

Given the reality of modern social norms and tendencies, people are fleeing the

Christian faith due to various personal, social, and theological drivers. Even with these common

2" Dara Mohammadi, “Finding Patient Zero,” The Pharmaceutical Journal 294, no. 7845 (2015):
294, accessed March 8, 2021, DOI:10.1211/PJ.2015.20067543.



ideological epistemologies, everyone has some degree of philosophical presuppositions. During
the interviews for this paper, the identification of newly discovered evidence was never offered
as justification for the dramatic worldview shift from Christianity to atheism. Rather, the shift
occurred as a change of opinion on a single presupposition. Every participant in this study
personally decided that God was no longer a viable concept for them to recognize. For many,
the transition was not immediate, but it was definitive. The evolution of their ideology was
driven by experiences or questions that they could no longer reconcile, then later transitioned to
a complete worldview shift on a cultural and philosophical basis.

Psychologist Karen Ross completed a similar study on deconversion for the University
of Toronto. Ross similarly interviewed deconverts and her analysis concluded that the
participants’ ideological transition was characterized by emotional shifts (associated with a loss
of loyalty to God) and intellectual shifts (associated with a loss of belief in God’s existence),
also with no mention of evidential discoveries in the process. Two typologies of experience
emerged from the intellectual shift: one characterized by a sense of relief and the other by a
sense of struggle.

Ross, in describing the phenomenology of deconversion, suggests a gradual cognitive
evolution from an initial loss of faith (primarily associated with emotional shifts involving trust
and loyalty to God). This emotional status is weakened by specific feelings of frustration,
abandonment, disillusion, and apathy. Loss of faith then transposes to loss of belief (the state of
being convinced of the reality of a phenomenon, such as God). The basis of belief is generally

undermined by evaluation of evidence or further intellectual shifts.?

2 K. H. Ross, “Losing Faith in Fundamental Christianity: An Interpretative Phenomenological
Analysis” (Unpublished master’s thesis, University of Toronto, 2009), 120, accessed March 2, 2021,
https://tspace.library.utoronto.ca/bitstream/1807/18123/11/Ross_Karen_H 200911 MA _thesis.pdf.



From this broader research on deconversion, it appears that atheists do reflect a tendency
to be community-seekers. This definition of community could be interpreted internally, (the
fellowship with the like-minded) or externally (contributed involvement in support of those in
need within their societal reach). Knox highlights this dynamic in his book, Sacro-Egoism,
when a surveyed atheist referenced both aspects of the definition of community as an appealing
aspect of Christian life.?° The modern atheist wants to protect their new lifestyle and find
emotional support and safe harbor for their new ideology, so they create or join this artificial
community of the like-minded. While this seems a relatively benign motivation, something else
must be in play for the deconverted to go to an ideological extreme and now declare their once-
embraced religious belief as being inherently evil. One must question if a person is dependent
upon a community of the like-minded as intellectual or emotional reinforcement, and whether
that reflects the depth—or the tenuousness—of one’s commitment.

The research for this paper suggests that the shift rarely has a basis in the evidential.
Furthermore, the common responses from the survey participants suggest that society and
cultural tenets carry a greater influence over personal ideology today than theological
perspectives. Christianity is seen as closing social avenues due to outdated “fundamentalist”
beliefs. There is a consistency among those surveyed that they had a foot in two quite different
ideological camps —there was an attempt to balance socially and politically liberal personal
preferences against a backdrop of an ideologically conservative (using modern precepts) biblical

framework. In essence, their lives had become a living contradiction.

2 Knox, Sacro-Egoism, 116.



The survey participants offered explanations to the impetus to their deconversion that
correspond in some respects with rational choice theory.*® As a social construct, rational choice
theory focus on self-interest seems untenable on a macro level. It seems unlikely an entire
society could balance a drive toward a mutually beneficial purpose if the basis of every
member’s values is driven by personal priority and personal subjectivity. Rational choice theory
is the antithesis of the Judeo-Christian worldview because the top of the hierarchy of post-
modern values espoused by RTC is indeed the self; the top of the Christian hierarchy of values
is God, which can secularly be posited as something beyond the self.

Judeo-Christianity is grounded on God and family; the latter extending to include
community and country (Matthew 22:36-40). When those groups benefit collectively, the
individuals benefit by default. It is not coincidental that most of those believers in the Judeo-
Christian ethic also tend to lean conservatively as well. The political, social, and theological
principles align. In the case of every one of the survey participants, there was misalignment
across these same spectrums. This research suggests there is great learning for the church to

effectively comprehend, confront, and combat this tension.

Statement of Purpose
America’s cultural past centered around faith. In the twenty-first century, it has shifted
from a theological emphasis to a philosophical emphasis, heavily grounded in postmodernism.
This shift may have caused an undesirable side-effect of confusion in the search for objective
truth. The fact that America has lost its ability to effectively discern truth from ideological

propaganda is not just a political problem or societal problem; it is a moral-centered, religious

%0 Rational choice theory can apply to a variety of areas, including economics, psychology,
philosophy, and recently, in theology. This theory states that individuals use their self-interests to
make choices that will provide them with the greatest personal benefit.



worldview problem. America has lost its objective ethical awareness. The fact that we are
attempting to establish that compass, that sense of objective morality, on something political,
societal, ideological, or anything other than theological is an absolute testament to the
postmodernist thinking that dominates today’s culture.

Emile Cammaerts asserts, “When men choose not to believe in God, they do not
thereafter believe in nothing. They become capable of believing in anything.”! This is the
challenge for Western society, for the church, and for the Christian apologist. A shift away from
the theistic grounding in objective morality has, and will continue to be, the quintessential
challenge of the twenty-first century and beyond. A rejection of objective truth raises the
potential for an embrace of ideas that are destructive to the nuclear family, to a stable society, to
a healthy worldwide economy, and to a God-centered worldview.

This paper suggests that there are opportunities for a successful apologetic strategy with
the deconverted. It shows that those who have deconverted from Christianity have done so for
reasons that are not insurmountable, whether intellectually, theologically, or ideologically.
Furthermore, evidence has been provided as to how the church can identify potential deconverts
and establish an improved discipleship strategy to address the personal and spiritual needs of

those attacked by doubt and disappointment.

Statement of Importance of the Problem
Western culture is experiencing a significant shift of thinking regarding the validity and

utility of religious institutions, practices, and doctrine. Religious “Nones” (those who claim no

31 Emile Cammaerts, The Laughing Prophet: The Seven Virtues and G.K. Chesterton (North
Yorkshire: Methuen, 1937), 87.



religious belief or categorization) have increased from 8% in 1990 to over 20% by 2014 and
continues to increase each year.®? This shift aligns with the obvious influence of post-modern
thinking on culture, given anti-theistic bias in media, higher education, and aggressive leftist
agendas that challenge historically key western societal tenets, including objective morality,
nationalism, capitalism, and religious institutions in general.

There is evidence, given the research for this paper, reflecting a corollary between the
political leanings of former Christians and the eventual declaration of insufficient theistic
evidence. For example, all but one of the interview participants for this paper (93%) espoused
politically left social views even as a Christian and did not shift their political views post-
deconversion. The one exception to this was a conservative Christian and conservative voter
who had a very negative experience with his church. Post-deconversion, he shifted his political
leaning from conservative to liberal.>® Labeled by Knox as “Sacro-Egoists,” this group is
characterized by beliefs that morality comes simply through a personal sense of right and
wrong.%*

There is also biblical support to suggest that some people who “deconvert” were not
actually committed Christians, regardless of the loose claim to the label. Jesus suggested there
will be people with a flawed perspective of what being a Christian actually entails: “Not

everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,” will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who has

32 “Pytting Findings from the Religious Landscape Study into Context,” pewforum.org, accessed
August 11, 2020, https://www.pewforum.org/2015/05/12/appendix-c-putting-findings-from-the-
religious-landscape-study-into-context/.

3 Issac Dagneau, “Deconversion and Liberal Theology,” indoubt.com, accessed May 12, 2021,
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3 Knox, Sacro-Egoism, 16.



done the will of my Father who is in heaven” (Matthew 7:21). Christianity is a life commitment,
not a membership of a la carte moral choices (I John 4:20; John 8:12; Luke 9:62).

Approximately half of the participants in this research responded with tepid support of
fundamental biblical principles regarding marriage, family, and objective truth. It would be
legitimate to question whether these individuals were truly converted believers, whether they
had a truly accurate intellectual understanding of Christian principles, whether they truly had a
life-focused commitment, and whether they were on a devoted spiritual journey of growth and
maturation in the faith. However, most of the participants did indeed self-describe as having an
intellectually engaged, life-centered commitment to Christian principles espoused in Holy
Scripture.

As a result, the Christian apologist seems to have multiple ideological challenges in
attempting to address the deconverted, but all the challenges still have a common
denominator—that being, a worldview that rejects the fact that morality has an objective,

transcendent basis.

Statement of Position on the Problem
Given the decreasing influence of Baby Boomers (1946-1964) and Gen X (born 1964-
1979) on the current culture, churches seem to have established a push toward the dimension of
experientialism embraced by Millennials and Gen Z (born 1980—current). The spiritually
transcendent seems to have been exchanged for the emotional, the social, and the proximate.
Prayer time has been exchanged for interpretive dance and skit presentations. Doctrinal
preaching has been replaced by a type of religion that is Christ-less (too controversial) and non-

biblical (too much conflict with popular [or vulgar] culture). It seems appropriate to ask again



the question that theologian Dietrich Bonhoeffer famously asked as he explored this
phenomenon after the turn of the twentieth century, “Who is Christ for us today?”*®

As a result, Christian churches are losing their ability to distinguish themselves from
culture. There is no reason to see church as the only source of truth when one can saturate
themselves with personal affirmation with modern philosophy on countless blogs and YouTube
videos. The church, with its perceived outdated morality, outdated source of truth, lack of
commitment from its own congregants, and its inability to compete with liberal propaganda, is
outgunned, outmanned, and societally ineffectual. As a result, the Christian message—through a
compromised church—has become irrelevant. One could only imagine the letter that the
Apostle Paul would write to the twenty-first century Christian church.

The Christian church has been doctrinally crippled with large percentages of current
congregants believing that eternal salvation can be obtained through “doing good” and
embracing the belief that having “some kind of faith” is better than having a particular kind of
faith. These claims are not defended by historical Christianity, nor are they defended by biblical
scripture.® If the church itself is veering away from core elements of the Christian faith, what
hope is there in the ability for religious institutions to provide effective discipleship for those
who are already spiritually vulnerable and weakly grounded in truth? Christian leaders must
embrace one monumental reality; the next wave of apostates is sitting in the pews of the modern

church today.

% H. Van der Westhuizen, ““Who is Christ for Us Today?’ Bonhoeffer's Question for the
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The research for this paper, which focuses on personal interviews with Christian
deconverts who now self-categorized as atheists®’ (as well as existing qualitative scholarly
research on the subject), asserts that the deconverts tend to fall into three categories as drivers of
their deconversion: 1) negative personal experiences with religious institutions, 2) personal
experiences that “disproved” the probable existence of God, and 3) moral concerns with
Christian dogma and doctrine.

Regardless of the preferred label of “Agnostic” by most the interview participants, there
was a posture of outright rejection of God’s existence among interview participants as opposed
to a claim of not being convinced that God does not exist—the former, traditionally a descriptor
of atheism rather than agnosticism. As a result of the personal, subjective nature of the reasons
that stimulated the deconversion process and the lack of positive evidence for disbelief in God,
this paper suggests that an appropriate apologetic strategy can be established for this group. In
other words, the research uncovered no evidence to suggest a closed door in the mind of the
self-proclaimed Christian deconvert. To the church, this should provide clear motivation that

this is still a legitimate mission field.

Research Method
The primary method of research for this paper was personal interviews with a control
group of self-proclaimed former Christians who now identify as atheists, combined with a meta-
analysis of scholarly thought on this topic. These interviews were arranged with approval of
leadership of the Charlotte Atheist and Agnostic Society, the Charlotte Freethinking Atheists,

the Upstate Atheists, the South Carolina Atheist, and the Agnostic and Freethinkers Society.

37 The relatively broad term of “atheist” will be defined later in this paper with three
delineations: atheist, agnostic, or non-theist.



The results of these interviews were input into the NVivo (v. 12) software to assist with the
qualitative analysis of the interview responses. Furthermore, larger scale external research on
this topic was also obtained to determine consistency and/or outliers from the personal

interviews.

Tests or Questionnaires
The interview was designed to include four sections:

1. Demographics: To determine any significant correlation between deconversion
claimants and their sex, age group, political affiliation, or political ideology.

2. Depth of religious belief: This section included questions that scored the depth of
the interviewee’s religious belief prior to deconversion to determine any
correlation between liberal doctrinal beliefs versus conservative doctrinal beliefs
and the propensity to deconvert.

3. Deconversion process and ideology: This section included questions that
explored the change of ideology resulting from the deconversion decision as well
as an analysis of the genesis of the deconversion decision itself.

4. ldeological stimulation: This section was developed from comments by mostly
famous people that were sharp examples of Christian opponents and proponents
as well as atheist opponents and proponents to stimulate feedback on broader
ideological perspectives from the interviewees. The intent was to capture the
depth of their conviction of their atheistic worldview compared to the depth of

their conviction against the Christian worldview.



Data Collection

The data collection strategy focused on feedback from the personal interviews. This
primary data set provided adequate qualitative evidence as to the reasons typically given for
deconversion. External research on the topic of deconversion was also leveraged from various
scholarly sources. This researched was leveraged for comparison purposes and to determine
unique use-cases that were not uncovered from the personal interviews.

Also, there happens to be a significant amount of professional and scholarly clinical
studies on ideological shifts, conversion, and deconversion. The paper’s intent is to determine
any tell-tale findings from this research. Finally, this thesis includes research on deconversion
stories from other religions to determine if Christianity carries any unique concerns, exposures,
or perceived intellectual vulnerabilities which may stimulate a greater propensity for

deconversion.

Data Analysis

The interview responses will be examined for consistency, trends, common arguments,
and depth of conviction. These findings were combined with broader external research and
cross-referenced conclusions were established. These results then become the basis for creation
of an appropriate Christian apologetic in response. Additionally, learnings applicable to
strengthening church discipleship in relation to this group are also be examined.

The external research includes several scholarly papers from clinical psychologist on the
topic of religious conversion in addition to works by secular and religious authors on personal
ideological shifts in American culture, today. External research will also be leveraged to

determine any meaningful patterns of ideological separation among the deconverted.



Results and Response Assessment

A thorough analysis of the participant responses reflected a number of common themes.
While the individual stories varied, each person provided similar conclusions that drove a re-
evaluation of their belief system. Surprisingly, the deconverted Christian can be viewed as a
more extreme version of a “seeker”—a term that typically has a religious aspirant connotation.

While one can conclude this ideological was shift was to initially to reject their previous
faith, the deconverted ultimately sought something to replace the void. This results assessment
will focus on two key areas: the rise of naturalism as an apparent intellectually defensible
alternative to Christianity and the theological vulnerability of the modern Christian as a result of
a weak apologetic training. There was a clear delineation of the basis for deconversion between
two areas: intellectual reasons for deconversion and emotional reasons. The research
participants offered no positive proof of atheism, which prompted their ideological shift. All of
the evidence offered represented proof of a conclusion that Christianity was void of legitimacy.
This section will also highlight the most common objections to Christianity identified from the
interviews.

Another significant conclusion is that this research should be instructive, if not an
outright warning, to the church. The pews of the modern church should be the priority mission
field for Christian apologist. The greatest challenge to the twenty-first century church does not
come from outside the church, but from within. The modern Christian is ill-prepared for the
level of spiritual and cultural warfare being waged against them today. Today’s Christian
church seems to lack a proper theological grounding (or embraces an abandonment) for topics

such as objective morality, biblical authority, and other fundamentals of Christian apologetics.



Additionally, the analysis of this research underscores the need for Christians to seek out
deconverted Christians and build a bridge—not simply offer a soundbite apologetic. The self-
avowed atheist will benefit most by seeing the Christian testimony as an expression of a
person’s life, not just by wise and crafty argument.

As Chesterton remarks, “It is no good to tell an atheist that he is an atheist; or to charge
a denier of immortality with the infamy of denying it; or to imagine that one can force an
opponent to admit he is wrong, by proving that he is wrong on somebody else's principles, but
not on his own. After the great example of St. Thomas, the principle stands, or ought always to
have stood established; that we must either not argue with a man at all, or we must argue on his
grounds and not ours.”® This observation raises an additional learning for the apologist: one
must be prepared go into the territory of their interlocutor, just as the Apostle Paul did with the
Greeks (Acts 17:22-31).

One issue was abundantly clear from the interviews—not only had the former Christians
ultimately decided to switch their most fundamental worldview presupposition from assuming
the existence of God to denying the existence of God, but they were also quite emotional about
it. Some were resentful; some were downright angry. Christianity was positioned among the
group of brainwashing ideologies that feeds off the vulnerable. This cynical perspective
certainly presents a unique apologetic challenge due to the fact these individuals already had an
experience with Christianity and explicitly rejected it.

It was intuitive, based on the fact that their new ideology had a basis only in what is
natural and material, that the deconvert would have identified newfound evidence against a

Creator-Deity, or against biblical prophecy, or against the resurrection of Jesus, or any other

% G.K. Chesterton, St. Thomas Aquinas (New York: Random House, 1974), 49.



major points of Christian doctrine. This is not the case. From comments in the interviews, it was
apparent that these beliefs were simply brushed away, without newfound evidence, as being
fantastical faith-claims of the delusional. However, in not a single conversation among the
research participants was new evidence provided to defend the radical shift in worldview. This
represents an additional apologetic challenge; belief in Christianity was replaced with a
worldview void of positive support and fortified by a strong base of resentment and anger
toward Christianity and religion in general.

This raises the most troubling question from this research; what could prompt someone
to completely shift the fundamental basis of their view of the universe, life, morality, and truth
without any evidence to support their new ideological basis? Certainly, the argument of an
inability to prove a negative could be claimed here, but these people, whom the majority
claimed that their Christian belief was indeed intellectually grounded at the time, now make a
180-degree claim; that being, that Christians are willing victims of religious propaganda and
manufactured, wide-scale delusion. This perspective will be evaluated further in the Apologetic
Response section of this paper as a primary motivator to their deconversion and a fatal defeater
to their Christian ideology.

In evaluating many of the interview participants’ self-assessments of their understanding
of Christian doctrine and principles, it would be easy to make an a priori claim that their belief
was based on flawed doctrinal interpretation. In that case, these deconverts were not truly
followers of Christ and historic Christianity, but rather flawed, mutant ideologues. In this case,
the religious apostate is simply falling victim to the influence of post-modern society and the
New Atheism is battling against a strawman version of the Christian Gospel. Among all of the

hours of interviews, not a single comment was presented as serious response to a “steelman



interpretation”® of the Gospel, only comments of distortion and caricature, such as their claims
of the Bible’s support for chattel slavery or their claims of biblical support for rape victims to
marry their attacker (more details of interview responses are included in the Results and
Response Assessment section of this paper). It was evident that the choice was not easy for
most of them.

The interview participants frequently cited damaged friend and family relationships
resulting from their decision. Yet, they committed to the choice and a 180-degree worldview
shift regarding religion was consecrated. When asked to self-identify to three definitions of
atheistic unbelief,*® most respondents self-identified as agnostic, yet when pressed as to the
depths of their convictions on the subject, the answers more clearly fit into the more traditional
atheist or even anti-theist worldview (sometimes called “subversive*!) versus the more benign
category of agnostic.

The research suggests some commonality regarding demographics, societal
predilections, and political archetypes among the research group. All were now members of an
organized atheist organization. All, with one exception, were Caucasian. All, with one

exception (Mormon), were previously from Protestant, predominantly evangelical,

3 A philosophical positioning of an argument to give it proper rationale and justification. A
steelman is the antithesis of a “strawman” tactic which would strive to weaken an argument in an attempt
to make it easier to defeat.

0 Three definitions of atheistic worldview were provided to the interviewees; 1) atheism — one
who does not believe in God and the issue is resolved in my mind, 2) agnosticism — one who does not
have any evidence for or against God, but I am open to where the evidence leads, and 3) anti-theism —
one who openly declares belief in atheism as well as believe that religion in itself is evil. R.T. Cragun &
J.H. Hammer, “One Person's Apostate is Another Person's Convert: What Terminology Tells Us about
Pro-Religious Hegemony in the Sociology of Religion,” Humanity & Society 35 (2011), 149-175.
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denominations. The vast majority considered themselves politically left of center, even when
they were Christians. Once deconverted, all espoused left of center politics, even the few who
previously held to politically conservative principles. All had subtle variations in their definition
of atheism. About half considered their religious views to be “life-centered”” and “fully
intellectually embraced.” The other half clearly did not espouse common fundamental biblical
principles and their general embrace of Christianity was more through family influence versus
intellectual commitment.

All except one of the interviewed deconverts now reject any claim in support of the
transcendent. The person who still recognized the possibility of transcendence embraced a
concept of “spirituality,” which was based on a sort of Darwinian and universally shared
empowerment, although no source for such a “power” was offered in evidence. Most now
considered all religions to be flawed ideologically, tools of abuse, a mechanism of
brainwashing, and an absolute a danger to society. About half noted that they missed the
comradery, community, and relationship aspect of organized religion, suggesting that they have
not found an equivalent since deconversion, even among the atheist community.

Most said they could not foresee anything that would convince them to embrace
Christianity again. Some suggested that they miss the sense of purpose and meaning from the
Christian philosophy. One person admitted that they now fear death more than before in daily

living.

Psychological Basis for Deconversion
Cognitive dissonance theory (CDT) describes the condition that when individuals hold

two or more cognitions that are contradictory, they feel an unpleasant state—dissonance—until



they can resolve this state by altering their cognitions.*? Per Amanda Hinojosa and her Howard
University team of contributors on the topic of CDT:

This uncomfortable state motivates individuals to seek a way to reduce the magnitude of

dissonance experienced as a result of these discrepant cognitions. Hence, individuals can

reduce dissonance by engaging in discrepancy reduction, which entails altering
cognitions to reduce the cognitive discrepancy. Furthermore, individuals who are
motivated by the negative affective state of dissonance to engage in discrepancy
reduction can reduce dissonance by changing the original cognitions, adding/subtracting
cognitions (e.g., new attitudes, behaviors, or beliefs), or adjusting the importance of the
cognitions.®

An example cited by Hinojosa is the concept of intense socialization (e.g., hazing) by
organizations. Typically, more common in an aggressive version with college fraternities and
sororities. A softer version exists within corporate environments. The research supporting CDT
shows that people will change their opinions and commitment about unpleasant tasks, if proper
compensation and motivation is provided and reinforced, as this increased commitment justifies
the unpleasant aspect of organizational tasks or concepts.

As this concept applies to religious apostates, note that most of the participants in this
research maintained social or political perspectives that differed from common interpretations of
biblical mandates identified with Christian doctrine. All except one of the interview participants
(93%) declared a liberally political lean, even as a Christian. The search for discrepancy
reduction was instigated by these participants and the search ended in an ultimate rejection of

Christian belief. It appears that the process of cognitive balancing between culture and religious

tradition may have significance in predicting potential loss of Christian faith.
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Regarding such cognitive tension, for example, while the Bible clearly prioritizes the
value of life (Jeremiah 1:5; Exodus 20:13; Deuteronomy 5:17; Matthew 5:21-22), most study
participants voted with the political left to support abortion. While the Bible clearly defines
marriage as a holy covenant between one man and one woman (Genesis 2:24; Malachi 2:14;
Matthew 19:5-6), most supported leftist politics regarding homosexuality. While the priorities
of Jesus and his apostles were clearly moral vs societal (Matthew 22:21: Romans 13:1), most of
the research participants were supporters of modern concepts of so-called “social justice,”—a
concept which has a thin, propagandized layer of legitimacy and righteousness, but in reality,
has asinine and untenable societal “solutions” that are inherently based on Marxist principles of
class hatred, political bias, destruction of national identity, and separatism.**

Oppression, in a modern society like the United States, is born, matured, and cultivated
primarily as a social construct. Modern Western culture broadly sympathizes with the underdog
and the less fortunate, and as a result, propaganda suggesting the existence of political
oppression in the United States, although a purely Neo-Marxist social narrative, can be used as
an amazingly effective tool to influence the ill-informed, for both the supposed oppressed as
well as the supposed oppressor. The propagation of a false societal reality can be an effective
tool in manipulating and giving voice not only to the legitimately disadvantaged, but also for
leftists who want to hijack economic layers structures that cannot guarantee equality of outcome

as the basis for nefarious social changes.*

4 Tim White, “To Black Lives Matter, No Lives Matter.” Objective Standard: A Journal of
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Most people certainly desire “equality of opportunity;” that is the basis of capitalism and
the basis of the United States Constitution. The left wants to push the historically proven
nonviability of the utopia of “equality of outcome;” this is the basis of historical and Neo-
Marxism, Socialism, and Communism. Ultimately, counterfeit oppression can be used as a tool
of oppression itself—a reality that has been exploited by social justice warriors, class warfare
extremists, and purveyors of identity politics, even though the data suggests causation for the
lineage of poverty and lack of achievement in some communities which differs from the
narrative of the Neo-Marxists.*®

Economist and social theorist Thomas Sowell offers evidence to suggest the cause of the
destruction of black culture in America is not the ubiquitous, yet unproven claim of systemic
racism and white privilege, but rather the welfare state itself. Sowell emphasizes that there are
two key failures in the dissemination of this propaganda. First, it points blame in the wrong
place and secondly, in doing so, it distracts from drawing attention to legitimate issues affecting
minorities. “You cannot take any people, of any color, and exempt them from the
requirements of civilization—including work, behavioral standards, personal responsibility
and all the other basic things that the clever intelligentsia disdain—without ruinous
consequences to them and to society at large.”*’

This paper draws specific attention to this issue for one significant reason: just as the
claims of Neo-Marxism finds purchase in the minds of the disadvantaged themselves, it also

finds fertile ground in the minds of socially liberal Christians. The church must recognize

46 Thomas Sowell, “Blame the Welfare State, not Racism, for Poor Black’s Problems,”
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this fact and make it clear that that twenty first century Christians can reach consensus on
the existence a problem without being bound to the foolish “solutions,” which are being
touted by peddlers of ideologies who not only do further harm to its constituents but are also
blatantly opposite the tenets of Christian doctrine.*

While one could claim that the research population for this paper is too modest to draw
macro level conclusions about Christian deconversion, the findings correlate with research of
larger scale, including professional psychological research on this topic. Per George
Spyropoulos and his work on the psychological profile of deconversion at the University of
Surrey: “Results reveal that participants relinquished deeply held religious beliefs after
experiencing insurmountable tension on an emotional, cognitive and social level, which
eventually led them to adopt a new identity of unbelief.”*°

On the surface, CDT appears counterintuitive to Christian deconversion. The influencing
authority in this case is the church, which would be the corporate source of cognitive support,
even in lieu of internal personal conflict with certain doctrines (e.g., dissonance). However, this
scenario appears to be playing out in reverse. Given that the interview participants ultimately
rejected their previous Christian beliefs, they ultimately granted cognitive authority to society

and culture over Christianity. Once this dissonance was resolved in their minds, all other

* D’Souza, The Big Lie, 202.
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elements of the Christian cognitive framework tumbled like a house of cards; God, Jesus, the
Bible, the resurrection, and Christian authority suddenly were bankrupt concepts.*

A summarization of the post-deconversion religious perspectives of the participants and
their comments reveal a radical shift of presuppositions. There was complete consensus among
the apostates that the Bible is not authoritative; on the contrary, it is harmful. Specific
comments included “The Bible clearly supports rape” (referencing Deuteronomy 22:23-29 as
proof), “Christian apologists struggle to defend the Bible’s clear support of slavery”
(referencing Exodus 21:1; Ephesians 6:5; 1 Timothy 6:5), and “The Bible is full of
contradictions and errors.”

From one self-declared anti-theist: “I don’t see parallel in what is described in the Bible
compared to reality in the world today. Every religion makes same claims; prayers being
answered; so-called miracles, etc. There is confirmation bias in the interpretation of certain
events purely with an objective to manipulate the masses.”

Finally, from a former church group leader: “Once you stop looking at the Bible as not a
holy book, but as a book, it just falls apart at that point. | am a bit embarrassed that | believed it
so long. I lived my whole life following what | now believe is a lie. | now have freedom in my
current belief. Science is more satisfying than anything | felt religiously. | believe people who
(are Christians) have blinders on. (Devotion to scientific fact) changed everything about my

worldview.”
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As one would expect, the apostate’s perspective of the Divine changed radically as well,
claiming no evidence of a good God. Comments included “How can a good God allow evil?”
from a man who lost his job due to mental health considerations, “How could God, if he existed,
allow me to lose my career?”” and from a committed anti-theist, “If God exists as described in
the Bible, he is not worthy of worship.”

Furthermore, while few self-categorized as anti-theists, their angry comments certainly
reflected evidence as such. With one exception, all the participants stated that religion is an evil
influence on society. Comments included “The majority of my atheist friends are more loving
than Christians. Organized religion is just rigid; an organization devoted to indoctrination.
People should think for themselves. Even Christian children are more judgmental than non-
Christians. It is based on a philosophy of shame and repression. For example, why is organized
religion so controlling of sexuality?” From a former church leader, “Religion is a blight on the
world. Most of the world is suffering. Stupidity is a result of religion and the world would be a
better place without it. Even if it is proven beyond a shadow of doubt that God exists, | would
not worship him.”

Participants were asked to provide a numerical range for their depth of belief during the
time that they were a self-professed Christian. The categories of belief reflected elements of
both core Christian creeds as well as secondary doctrinal issues. The score range was 1
(disagree) — 5 (strongly agree). A score of 3 would reflect “no opinion.” The highest average
scores, reflecting strongest depth of belief, were regarding 1) the claim that there is a personal
Creator-God, 2) that Jesus Christ was bodily resurrected, and 3) that prayer is an effective tool
of faith. This perspective on prayer is contradictory, given the low percentage of time that

liberal Christians spend in prayer, which will be explored later in this paper (Figure 1, p. 87).



The lowest rated questions, reflecting weak or non-existent agreement with doctrine
even while they were self-professed Christians, involved 1) homosexuality being defined as a
sin in the Bible, 2) evidence of cosmology, archeology, or objective morality as proof of God,
and 3) the Bible being inerrant and relevant in all its teachings and truth. It is notable how
closely these sentiments also generally align with liberal Christian churches. This peculiar
ideological alignment will be explored further in the Apologetics section of this paper.

The obvious question must be posed regarding this effort to resolve cognitive dissonance
between liberal social tenets and Christian principles—why is the church losing its authoritative
role, even amongst professing Christians? There was no new evidence that drove the shift; it
was simply a change of personal perspective on Theism. The apologetic learning is that the
church should not just establish what the Christian presuppositions are and what the biblical
principles are, but why. The church must provide a more appropriate grounding on how biblical
truths impact individuals, culture, society and why these factors should be considered amongst
the theological presuppositions.

God’s truth has deep, life-changing implications for humanity. The modern Christian is
apparently not adequately equipped with a proper understanding of the psychological utility of
God’s moral directives. Theistic authority and the implied authority of the biblical Scripture has
been lost in translation, certainly amongst the white noise of subjective postmodern cultural
babble.>* Notable to the research was the fact that while the deconversion represented a galactic
shift of their religious, spiritual, moral perspective, for all participants save one, it did not cause

any deviation in their social and political perspectives.
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Most already maintained left of center social and political perspectives, even though
they realized many of the ideas they embraced conflicted with the teachings of the Bible. This
conflict was rationalized as evidence of the Bible being “written for an ancient culture” with “no
reflective of advanced cultural perspectives.” This view of a foundational element of Christian
truth will be evaluated later as a second fatal exposure to apostacy.

The challenge to evangelize those who have not experienced or recognize the
transcendent is not simple or straightforward. However, to establish an apologetic for those who
have had that personal experience, who once claimed to be a follower of Jesus, who actively
embraced a Christian worldview, and who once shared in a commitment to a higher power is a
particularly daunting apologetic challenge. Improper or ineffective biblical teaching and weak
or non-existence presuppositional defense seems to debilitate the intellectual, certainly the
theological, foundational support for the Christian worldview, ultimately leading to a rejection
of Christian belief.

Christians tend to reference personal experience of the supernatural as demonstrating the
“hard” evidence for the existence of God. However, as a stand-alone apologetic, the ability to
move from evidence to proof for this claim falls short in the eyes of the skeptic. As a result,
believers are in a continual battle of “the most plausible explanation” in defense of the Christian
worldview, certainly as is the case for the atheist, although the skeptic tends never to offer
tangible evidence to support their anti-theistic claims.

Even more surprising is the fact that virtually every deconvert, given their new
presupposition, now proclaimed religion itself as destructive. Terms such as “brainwashing,”

“indoctrination,” and “evil” were used as descriptors of the institution of religion. While most



participants somewhat reluctantly considered their past Christian exposure as contributing to a
more rounded personal life experience, many stated that they regretted their time as a believer.

Modern atheists generally seem to apply a unique strategy to counter the concept of a
Creator God. First, there is a collective rejection based on insufficient evidence (“I don’t see
enough evidence for a god”). As a something of a fallback plan, the second tactic is a rejection
of the morals of the Christian God, even if He does exist (“I wouldn’t worship such an evil,
sexist, racist, homophobic god”). The third tactic, as an extension of the claim of an “immoral”
God, is to challenge the God-centered structure and framework of the universe itself.

This third premise is based on a deistic ad homonym claim that God (again, as a fallback
claim, even if He exists) is playing an evil “game” with humanity. God is a nasty kid with a
magnifying glass, and we are the ants.>? The accusation from the apostate is that God sets up the
game of life as a ruse, a spoof, or a con, primarily for our ultimate failure. In doing so, God is
reflecting His true nature; instead of being loving and good as portrayed in the Bible, He is in
reality, immoral, and unjust. It is a game of deception, of bait and switch, and ultimately of pure
wanton, indiscriminate evil. In essence, if God exist, His grand intention is to simply play an
evil game with humanity.

In summarizing comments from the apostates into a formal declaration, here is an
interpretation of the atheist’s “God’s Evil Game” rules. First, establish perfection (Eden), then
give God’s fallible creations the ability to corrupt perfection, simply through the so-called “gift”
of free-will (the transcendent equivalent of “bait and switch”). God made humans fallible, then

blames them for their fallibility. Second, as a result of the gift of free-will, establish an ultimate
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penalty for the wrong choice in exercising that so-called gift. Furthermore, establish death as the
ultimate penalty for even the innocent descendants of those who exercised that gift. The so-
called gift in actuality is a death sentence, not of culpability, but simply of heredity.

Third, allow for pain, suffering, injustice, heartache, moral evil, natural evil, and dispair
to exist, even for those who believe in God, in spite of the religious propaganda that he or she is
a “loving God.” Allow just enough of a veil to exist on the question of the transcendent and the
supernatural so that there will never be absolute proof, only arguable evidence, which must be
aggressively learned, shared, and defended; inspired and reinforced only by blind trust and
wishful thinking.

Also, hold all of humanity accountable, despite their inferior intellect and limited
knowledge (which God designed), to pass the impossible test between the choice of
unobservable theistic transcendence verses observable, material, reality. Finally, allow natural
evil to exist (hurricanes, floods, disease, etc.), which cause devastation on believer and
unbeliever alike, good and bad people alike, productive and non-productive alike, although a
“good God” could easily stop those things from happening. “God’s Evil Game” bonus points:
relegate those that make the choice against worshiping God to a permanent, eternal penalty,
even if they live otherwise moral and virtuous lives.

The net impact of the trilateral argument is the ultimate intellectual “get out of jail free
card” for non-theists to escape any burden of proof in the debate. Either God is playing the
game because He is immoral, or religion is playing the game because, in reality, a god is not
there. The final conclusion, given the irrationality of the God Game, is that God is simply a

Christian-based, deluded fantasy or that religion is simply a tool for manipulation of the masses.



Regardless of the level of vitriol of the modern atheist, a primary quest by humanity
throughout history has been to seek proof of, and communion with, the Creator God. A primary
question by postmodernists in the twenty-first century is why would a god play these sorts of
games with his creation? To the atheist, it is not logical or reasonable and therefore, fails the test
of the cynic and the skeptic, or in the minds of the apostate, it fails even the test of morality.
The atheist fails to consider the possibility that God would test the heart of human beings;
primarily for purposes of stimulating being more openness to His presence, secondarily for
purposes of personal maturation and deeper moral introspection.

Atheism, given its basis of naturalism, posits the claim against Christianity as being
simply a manmade construct. Yet, the replacement ideology is certainly a manmade creation—
that being, secular humanism and its ideological cousins. Atheists reject one form of worship
and replace it with another—one based unapologetically on human reasoning, naturalism, and
the worship of self.

Based on the current cultural debate on objective truth and morality, from a theological
perspective, one could make a claim that all ideologies eventually boil down to two options.
While many denominations and philosophical varieties are claimed, the debate seems to center
around two base ideologies with a supreme entity at the top of each hierarchy of values:

1) God is God.

2) The individual is God.

Graham Oppy explains this worldview dichotomy from a secular perspective: “Big
pictures divide into two parts: that which is common to a range of competing big pictures,
which I call data, and that which is distinctive of particular big pictures, which | call worldview.

So, for a given atheistic big picture and theistic big picture, what they agree on is data, and what



they disagree on is, respectively, atheistic worldview and theistic worldview.”®® As a result, the
choice is simple, yet profound. Humanity’s perspective of reality is influenced by a fundament
choice: either God is truly God, or in the alternative, man sits alone at the top of his own
hierarchy of values.

The hierarchy of values embraced by the atheist has a curiously dualistic framework.
God is judged as unjust as a result of the biblical tenet that death is consequence of sin and evil.
However, the atheist and their ideological cousins support the freedom for women to choose to
kill the unborn—not based on medical criteria, but simply based on the prerogative of choice.
God is judged as a homophobe and Christians are judged as “anti-science” when the Bible
establishes the union of a man and woman as the ideal framework for family and children, even
though ample scientific studies prove the social, intellectual, and emotional benefit during a
child’s developmental years of having a simultaneous male and female parental influence in the
home.>*

Given the responses from the research participants, the atheist decries the objective
moral accountability of theism and attempt to establish subjective morality as a viable
alternative. Some take an entirely different tactic and suggest that morality is nothing more than
a human construct which places an unfair and unnecessary burden on people who should instead
be affirmed as “fine the way they are.” Societally, subjective morality is untenable and worse,

stagnant morality is self-defeating.
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For society to benefit, moral evaluation, maturation, and growth must be embraced once
again as a tenet of strength and stability. Attorney General William Barr expounded on this
issue in a 2019 speech at Notre Dame on the topic of religious liberty. Barr explained how the
early founders of the American Constitution initiated a great experiment in balancing the limit
of coercive powers of the government with trust in the self-discipline and virtue of the
American people—a trust in the ability for each person to have the capacity to restrain and
govern themselves. In essence, the societal embrace of the concept of objective morality was
expected:

But what was the source of this internal controlling power? In a free republic, those

restraints could not be handed down from above by philosopher kings. Instead, social

order must flow up from the people themselves -- freely obeying the dictates of inwardly
possessed and commonly shared moral values. And to control willful human

beings, with an infinite capacity to rationalize, those moral values must rest on authority

independent of men's wills -- they must flow from the transcendent Supreme Being.>®

The Christian church must become more effective in leading people to this truth.
Morality originates from an objective basis. Without reconciling this fact, Western society will

continue to wonder in an ethical desert, so thirsty for anything that resembles truth that they are

willing to drink the sand.

Emotional Basis for Deconversion
The second category of impetus for deconversion included those who had personal
experiences that challenged their ideological foundations regarding the transcendent, in general.

This subset of research participants specifically concluded that they were so angry with God by

% William Barr, “Address on Religious Liberty,” americanrhetoric.com, accessed February 2,
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allowing certain experiences in their life, that the experience itself proved God cannot exist.
Even as the stories were deeply moving, the circular reasoning cannot be ignored.

Carl is a thirty-something who was raised in a Christian home although he had never
completely embraced fundamental Christian doctrine. °® He told the story of being forced out of
his chosen profession, one which he was deeply passionate, due to complications from his
bipolar disorder diagnosis. Carl admitted respect for his parents and their deep Christian roots,
but he eventually decided to break from their ideological perspectives. In essence, Carl could
not reconcile that God allowed him to be removed from a career where he had such a deeply
rooted passion. As a result, he concluded there must not be a real, personal, transcendent, deity.
Carl lamented, “If one existed, how could God have allowed this horrible chain of events to
occur?”

John is a fifty-year-old, former active Southern Baptist congregant. While he self-
assessed with the deepest level of conviction about core Christian doctrine (the existence of a
personal God, Jesus’s resurrection, the inerrancy of the Bible, and so on), John admitted to
doubts. During the interview, he shared the deeply personal and moving story of his twenty-
year-old son committing suicide. In the months following this tragedy, not a single person from
the church, including the Pastor, reached out to minister to John and his family. John had
always seen the Christian community as an important facet of his family’s life; however, when
he needed support the most, there was none. John’s deconversion had a monumental impact on
his worldview and ideology and included a political shift from right-wing conservative to

liberalism.
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In both situations, the deconverts had life experiences where they perceived God’s
hiddenness at a point when He was needed the most. Their final analysis was decidedly
Epicurean: God was not capable, not caring, or simply not there at all.

Another common thread among the interviewees was the perceived failing of
Christianity to withstand intellectual, moral, philosophical, and/or historical vetting. Most had
embraced secular humanism or other closely related non-theistic ideology. One exception was a
woman who embraced spirituality but rejected the concept of a personal deity. Even after two
and a half hours with this person, no evidence was provided to support a claim of “spirituality”
void of a theistic basis.

Most of these individuals seemed particularly angry with religion in general, to the point
where many were quite comfortable to self-describe as “anti-theists;” the belief that religion is
not just a benign ideology, but a dangerous one. While the participants tended to be quite
aggressive with their claims against the Christian worldview, yet again, no evidence was
provided against the existence of God. Rather, the majority claimed that God had not made
Himself sufficiently visible in their lives.

Modern atheists tend to draw a mocking parallel to belief in God as an equivalent belief
in Santa Clause, the Tooth Fairy, or the flying spaghetti monster.>” Yet, even amongst the
religious, the concept of moral therapeutic deism exists.®® To wit, for believers, a personal God
should also be a personal protector from all things negative, painful, or distressing. He is the
great affirmer and deflector. However, Scripture clearly refutes this concept (John 16:33,

Matthew 16:24, John 15:20).
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In defense of the atheist (and the immature Christian as well), this frustration regarding
prayer and the apparent hiddenness of God is understandable if one views the process as a
“spiritualized Amazon dot com” where one places the orders and God provisions—with
expedited shipping. To the unbeliever, if God fails to deliver the expected product or service in
the expected amount of time, then simply move on to the next deity. The God-concept to the
spiritually immature is a consumer-driven perspective of the Divine.

C.S Lewis, who in his atheist years wrote under the pseudonym of Clive Hamilton,
voiced this perspective of God’s apparent hiddenness prior to his spiritual conversion: “The
trouble with God is that he is like a person who never acknowledges one’s letters and so, in
time, one comes to the conclusion that either that he does not exist or that you have got the
wrong address.”®®

There are multiple parallels to the atheistic perspective of the world with the biblical
story of the rich young ruler (Matthew 19:16-30; Mark 10: 17-31; Luke 18:18-30). A rich young
man (likely a young leader in the local synagogue) approaches Jesus and asked what he could
do to earn his way to heaven. Jesus replied in such a way as to distinguish the action of good
deeds from the attitude of Christian obedience. The young man pressed Jesus further, stating
that he had religiously kept all the commandments, but regardless of doing so, he sensed a gap.
Jesus then commanded him to sell all his belongs and give the money to the poor. This
obviously went beyond what the young man wanted to do, and he walked away, grieving.

At first glance, one could easily interpret Jesus’s comments as simply providing more
good deeds for the ruler to follow to earn his way to salvation (i.e., giving all his money to the

poor), but this was not the crux of the lesson. Some scholars translate this passage as
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demonstrating supererogatory ethics (doing more than duty requires). This also misses the point
of his teaching.

This passage is about faith and obedience, not earned redemption. Author and biblical
scholar Warren Wiersbe highlights the good intentions of the young ruler in coming to Jesus
with an open mind and an intention to learn.®® The young man knew he had rigidly kept the
commandments (as a good Jewish leader would be expected), but something was missing in his
life. In a discussion regarding salvation, one must understand why Jesus would raise the issue of
the Mosaic Law. Christ was not suggestion the law and righteousness was the route to salvation,
but that this failure of conscience was evidence that humanity needs salvation. Wiersby
emphasizes, “The law is a mirror that reveals what we are.””%!

Furthermore, Christ suggested that the young man give all his wealth to the poor, not as
a supererogatory act of earning redemption, but as a demonstration that redemption was truly
through faith—and the greatest demonstration of faith is through Christian obedience. First
century Greek traditions reported that aristocratic young men who wanted to study under
famous teachers also tended to be too spoiled to submit to what their teachers demanded.®?
Christ sensed the same with this young man. Wealth was not his sin; the fact that religiosity and
wealth had become his god was his downfall.

The same can be said of modern culture. From the interviews, the Christian deconverts

seem to take this much further. They expected God to work on their schedule and on their

priorities. God, in essence, had to earn their respect and if He did not, they rejected Him (see a
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biblical example of this in Job 2:10). God is not expecting someone to earn His favor—and He
certainly is not attempting to earn humanity’s favor. Truth matters more than propaganda. A
Christian is one who has devoted his life to Christ and displays that devotion in obedience; any
other variation of this truth is a humanist creation of a different, self-centered, false religion.

What sits atop a person’s hierarchy of values, what a person spends the most time
thinking about, what is of most value to an individual; that is a person’s deity. Jesus taught this
lesson to the young ruler. A person cannot earn his way to heaven. It is a door that is opened by
faith, trust, and obedience to Christ, above all else.

Apostates seem to experience the same sense of wanting. They attempt to fill that
undeniable, subconscious longing for redemption with good deeds. Atheist organizations tend to
have strategies for strong community outreach programs. The former Christians certainly did
not understand the lesson of the rich young ruler when they were believers—and they attempt to
seek fulfillment down a similarly flawed and empty path.

Somewhat surprisingly and without exception, the former believers described the
decision to renounce Christianity as a decision that was followed by an overwhelming sense of
peace. As stated by Carl (the gentleman who suffered from bipolar disorder and lost the
opportunity to pursue his chosen career):

Why would God allow this to happen to me? It took me years to reconcile this. Maybe

there was not meaning to it. Maybe there was not a God to make it happen. As | said this

to myself, things suddenly started to make sense. It was peaceful. The alternative was,

there was someone all powerful, who loved me and was letting this happen to me. If
nobody was there (on a transcendent level), then there was no reason to be mad.

Joanna, a former Mormon, had similar sentiments:

The feeling of constant judgmental, the conditional love, the earned righteousness; all
was overwhelming. In essence, your value is conditioned on your actions. Once that was



eliminated from my life, I felt an overwhelming sense of peace that I did not need to
carry that burden anymore.

Another participant reflected on a very different basis for deconversion, albeit with the
same result:

Cosmology was huge thing for me. When you begin to look at the Bible not as a holy

book but as any other book, it just falls apart at that point. I’'m a bit embarrassed that |

believed it so long. I lived my whole life holding to something that I now believe is a lie.

There is freedom with atheism. Science and rationality are more satisfying than anything

| felt religiously. I believe Christians have blinders on. My deconversion changed
everything about my worldview.

Ironically, when asked about what they missed most about the Christian experience, as
well as what they feared in life today, many responses seemed to counter the previous claim of
newfound peace. Multiple participants lamented the loss of community that they experienced as
a Christian. One regretted the loss of assurance of an eternal life. In a very intense moment with

one participant, she mentioned that she now fears death more than ever before.

One may conclude that the there was a trade-off occurring in the deconversion.
Removing God as righteous judge and the objective basis of morality also relives them of
personal accountability. The apostate now seeks a replacement source of comfort—one that can
provide that same vestige of freedom with a corresponding sense of meaning, hope, and purpose

with the appearance of righteousness.

The Apologetic Response
This section of the paper will discuss the appropriate apologetic response to the
challenge posed by the modern deconverted Christian. The church has a number of challenges
to address which will not be included in the scope of this paper (i.e., rampant accusations of

sexual misconduct, poor leadership oversight of financials and staff accountability, and



embarrassing moral failures of clergy and other church leaders) but will instead focus on the
obligation of the church to proclaim the Gospel of Jesus Christ and build disciples with deep
roots intellectually, philosophically, and theologically via a strong apologetic focus.

It would seem logical that the evidential support for Christ’s resurrection would be the
central attack target of the apostate, since that single point, if determined to be false, defeats the
entire framework of Christian belief. Curiously, none of the interviewees suggested that the
historical Christ was a primary factor in rejecting the Christian faith. The deciding factor in
deconversion was a shift in the presupposition about the existence of God.

While the deconverts proclaimed as strong a commitment to their new ideology as they
once claimed with Christianity, the former Christians lacked an apologetic in defense of a
societal benefit for the atheist worldview, other than the elimination of the evil of religion. The
truth claims of the atheist worldview that highlight not only lack cohesion but demonstrate an
outright contradiction.

One interesting aspect of the research for this paper is the appearance, in virtually every
respect, how modern atheism functions as a religion in its own right. The atheist community
tends to favor the label, “freethinkers;” however, if humanity is nothing more than “slaves
dancing to the tune of our DNA,” evidence in support of the claim of free thinking lacks
substantiation. Atheists proclaim lack of evidence in support of God; however, they offer no
evidence to the contrary, suggesting they have no burden of proof on the matter—a claim some
consider as intellectually lazy. Furthermore, the atheist does not just claim lack of recognition of
God. They despise the idea of God and they certainly loath the Christian God.

Regardless, atheism unashamedly steals from the Christian worldview. The atheist

postulates an idea of secular morality and yet, they can only posit clearly subjective opinions



about morals based on a popular premise of human flourishing propagandized by the New
Atheists. Atheist philosopher and author John Gray challenges each of these claims. Regarding
his rejection of the propagandized labels of atheists (such as the title of freethinkers), Gray

argues:

While atheists call themselves freethinkers, for many today, atheism is closed system of
thought. That may be its chief attraction. When you explore older atheisms, you will
find that some of your firmest convictions — secular or religious — are highly
questionable. If this disturbs you, what you may be looking for is freedom from
thinking. But if you are ready to leave behind the needs and hopes that many atheists
have carried over from monotheism, you may find a burden has been lifted from you.
Some older atheisms are oppressive and claustrophobic, like much of atheism at present
time.”%3

Regarding the angry and aggressive anti-theism from the so-called New Atheists, Gray
confronts the alternative worldview promoted by the ideology:

The new atheists have directed their campaign against a narrow segment of religion

while failing to understand even that small part. Seeing religion as a system of beliefs,

they have attacked it as if it was no more than an obsolete scientific theory. Hence, the

‘God-debate’ — a tedious rerun of a Victorian squabble between science and religion.

But the idea that religion consists of a bunch of discredited theories is itself a discredited

theory -a relic of the nineteenth-century philosophy of Positivism.””%

Criticism is not just coming from scholarly sources. There is growing popular challenge
as well, not necessarily against the theistic arguments, but against the cultural milieu of hyper-
skepticism. Humanist journalist Staks Rosch writes in the Huffington Post about this
phenomenon and describes how he considers it to be psychologically detrimental to modern

atheists:

Atheists are notorious for being contrarians and for people who are not always joiners.
You get three atheists in a room together and it will not be long before some minor issue
divides them. SouthPark famously satirized this and in the past few years, we have seen
this at our local and national meetings and events. But the fact is that if religion has done
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anything right, it has been to form actual communities for people to gather and share
their struggles.®®

There are two challenges presented. Even if one simply chooses to discard their
presupposition about God without corresponding evidence, one must decide how to establish an
objective standard for humanity in the absence of a transcendent moral code. A subjective basis
of moral values and duties based on the imagined collective agreement of purpose and meaning
seems untenable, since culture cannot even establish such abstracts successfully on a secular
micro level, not to mention a macro level.

Even families disagree on interpretations of culture, obviously as an extension of
generational perspectives. How, therefore, could a similar moral code be stablished across vast
generational and cultural boundaries for all of humanity, unless it is established in the moral
framework which all of us have written imprinted in our conscience, that being, the moral
framework of God. “They show the work of the law written in their hearts” (Romans 2:12-16,
version?).

Many prolific, yet less-prominent atheists, disagree with this philosophical sleight-of-
hand by the new wave of anti-theists. Clinical evidence highlights the negative psychological
impact of the atheist worldview. Not only do those who uphold religious beliefs hold
statistically proven positive perspectives of life, the opposite is the case with non-believers. A
2004 study published in the American Journal of Psychiatry found that religiously unaffiliated
subjects had significantly more lifetime suicide attempts and more first-degree relatives who

committed suicide than subjects who endorsed a religious affiliation. Furthermore, subjects with
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no religious affiliation perceived fewer reasons for living and had fewer moral objections to
suicide.

In the study, religiously unaffiliated subjects had more lifetime impulsivity, aggression,
and past substance abuse. No differences in the level of subjective and objective depression,
hopelessness, or stressful life events were found. Religious affiliation is associated with less
suicidal behavior, even among clinically depressed patients. Religiously unaffiliated subjects
were younger, less often married, less often had children, and had less contact with family
members. After other factors were controlled, it was found that greater moral objections to
suicide and lower aggression level in religiously affiliated subjects may function as protective
factors against suicide attempts.

From a secular perspective, author and clinical psychologist Jordan Peterson describes
the concepts of “assimilation and accommodation,” posited by French child psychologist Jean
Piaget, as drivers of humanity’s search for cognitive balance and a sense of meaning.%’ In
essence, a person must go beyond what he has become to what he could become. There are two
ways of addressing the gap; assimilation (using an existing schema to deal with a new situation)
or accommodation (when the existing schema does not work and needs to be changed to deal
with a new situation). Using this language, Christian deconverts are experiencing psychological

accommodation. They are retreating from their previously held beliefs in search of new beliefs
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that provide less dissonance (in other words, offering more “rational” alignment) regarding their
status (current version) of themselves.

Per Peterson, the problem with the modern cultural and political ideologues is that they
identify most with what they already are, instead of being able to “die” to their old dead
structures (self) for something better to come forward. On a theological level, this directly
correlates to man’s redemption through Christ’s death and His representation as the Logos.®®
However, for some, it seems that the status quo of self may be more desirable than personal and
moral growth, despite the obvious psychological, intellectual, and emotional stagnation which
may result.

If the apple tree could talk, it would scream out against the pruning saw. “This is
painful! This is unfair! This is unnecessary! | was producing apples just fine!” The Christian
recognizes that the benefit of the pruning process is greater than any temporary pain that may
come from the process of self-analysis, in search of a better, more effective, self. A pruned tree
is more healthy, more efficient, and more productive over time. A pruned character has more
maturity, more resilience, better judgement, more stability, and is closer to the Logos.

The deconverted seems to define peace as retirement from the pursuit of what they can
become; they fall back into the seemingly comforting embrace of the status quo. Their peace
seems to arise from bailing from the apparent strain of moral introspection. This logically aligns
with the perspective of the political left as well. Acceptance of what a person is now is

premium. Applied to the Christian church today, if one is a Christian with politically leftist
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beliefs, the reality of cognitive dissonance should be a warning; they are one presupposition
away from ideological synchronization with the worldview of the devout atheist.

Christian church leadership must find a path to rebuild that bridge with current apostates
as well as the future apostates that sit in their pews today, but they must do so by leveraging the
unchanging truth of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. A watered-down Gospel will create watered-
down converts with a truckload of cognitive dissonance in tow. Ravenhill proclaims steadfastly,
“This generation of preachers is responsible for this generation of sinners.””%®

The apostate may express and justify their accommodation—their solution to spiritual
cognitive dissonance—in many ways. In what may be the toughest apologetic, the twenty-first
century apologist must be aware of these ideological offramps and be prepared to address them,
albeit with truth and not cheap propaganda. The latter may work for the intellectually and
morally vulnerable today, but it is not the appropriate vehicle for the Gospel (2 Timothy 4:2).

Regardless, it is important to note a difference between the post-deconverted seeker and
the post-deconverted reprobate mind. The skeptic who now has committed his life to being an
enemy of God should not deter our commitment to truth. There are people who have become
enemies of God in an aggressive, frontal assault on Jesus Christ and His church. The church
must know the difference and must not wilt to this assault. Their strategy includes outright
political objectives of the elimination of constitutional protection of free speech and freedom of
religion.

However, for the average atheist, their ideological perspectives are more personal. They

question, challenge, deflect, and reject in a manner common for the average skeptic. The church

has no need to consider these people as enemies of God. They rely on age-old claims,

8 Leonard Ravenhill, Why Revival Tarries (Bloomington: Bethany House, 1987), 112.



antiquated one-liners, and cascaded talking points of the non-theist community. Clay Jones
explains the proper attitude of the Christian apologist in dealing with the average atheist or
agnostic:
That the skeptic might reply, “I wouldn’t worship a God like that” matters not. Our goal
is to present a theodicy that is biblically based and coherent. If we succeed in that, the
fact that the skeptic doesn’t like our answer is irrelevant. We are not trying to defend a
god that the skeptic would worship. After all, a god that the skeptic would worship
doesn’t exist.”®
Therefore, it is vitally important to identify those vulnerable in the church today. Once

the mind is closed, it becomes exceedingly difficult to re-engage. The priority apologetic

mission field for the modern church starts at the first seat in the first pew in church today.

Deconversion and Naturalism
Most of the deconverted Christians claimed to now embrace variations of naturalism,™
including secular humanism, scientific naturalism, and moral naturalism. If naturalism is true,
the human intellect is biologically pre-programmed. Naturalism suggests the universe was
created by chance and arose out of chaos and everything in it functions as a normal course of
natural law. Our thoughts are simple chemical reactions in the brain. Everything one thinks

emerges from a background causes of which we have no control.”? In essence, humans are

0 Clay Jones, Why Does God Allow Evil? Compelling Answers for Life’s Toughest Questions
(Eugene: Harvest House, 2001), 12.

" The philosophical belief that everything arises from natural properties and causes, and
supernatural or spiritual explanations are excluded or discounted.

2 Sam Harris, “Free Will and ‘Free Will,”” SamHarris.org, accessed January 31, 2021,
https://samharris.org/free-will-and-free-will.



simply DNA-driven robots. A person does not consciously make choices; their chemical
reactions establish those as “choices” in their brain. Individuals are simply passive observers.

The problem with the naturalist philosophy is that it does not correspond to
“freethinking” unless free refers an untethering from truth or reality. If our reality is purely a
psychological construction by chemical function, we would not be able to trust its assessment of
higher-level concepts such as truth, justice, or even our perception of reality itself. Theologian
Alvin Plantinga explains that naturalism is a concept that conflicts with principles of science,
suggesting that if naturalism is true “our cognitive faculties have been cobbled together by
natural selection.”’®

Therefore, those who embrace naturalism cannot offer evidence of a Darwinian process
offering reliable human cognition beyond an instinct of self-preservation. Plantinga argues that
the probability of our faculties being reliable is low if naturalism and evolution were true. This
same proposition applies to the implied legitimacy of naturalism and evolution as well, both
being manmade concepts.

Plantinga writes,

So, my belief that naturalism and evolution are true gives me a defeater for that very

belief; that belief shoots itself in the foot and is self-referentially incoherent; therefore, |

cannot rationally accept it. And if one can’t accept both naturalism and evolution, that

pillar of current science, then there is serious conflict between naturalism and science.’

Are we robots and slaves to DNA, or do humans have free will? The evidence aligns

more with theism than naturalism. Biblical scripture states that man is made in God’s image

" Alvin Plantinga, “Naturalism, Theism, Obligation and Supervenience,” Faith and Philosophy:
Journal of the Society of Christian Philosophers 27, no. 3 (2010): 247-272, accessed January 20, 2021,
DOI: 10.5840/faithphil201027328.

" 1bid., 247-72.



(Genesis 1: 26, 27) and whose purpose includes worshiping God with all aspect of our being,
including our mind, our soul, and our spirit (Mark 12:30). If naturalism is true, chemical
reactions guide us for the purpose of self-preservation, not on truth, justice, or morality. As
Richard Dawkins explains, “DNA neither knows nor cares. DNA just is. And we dance to its
music.”’

Further, even some atheists recognize the psychological danger of pushing
unsubstantiated propaganda regarding the concept of free will. Philosopher Daniel Dennett
explains that popularizing this unscientifically verified claim is ill-considered and potentially
doing real harm in modern society today.”® He uses the example of a fictional neuroscientist
who implants a chip to counteract the effects of Obsessive Compulsive Disorder in a patient (a
legitimate medical procedure in use today) but the physician tells the patient that in stabilizing
the OCD, he also has the ability to control the patient’s will; the patient no longer has
intellectual control over his decisions.

As a result of the patient accepting this information, his normal emotional state changes
to self-indulgent, aggressive, and even criminal. Dennett explains this scenario, while purely
fictional, is clearly professionally unethical and irresponsible. His argues, the same applies to
popularizing this unproven concept in cyberspace today regarding the absence of free will. He

references the work of author and researcher Kathleen D. VVohs and psychologist Jonathan W.

Schooler which demonstrated the negative impact that acceptance of determinism (the claim

> Richard Dawkins, A River out of Eden: A Darwinian View of Life (New York: Basic Books,
1995), 133.

6 Daniel Dennett, “The Nefarious Neurosurgeon,” bigthink.com, accessed January 20, 2021,
https://bigthink.com/videos/daniel-dennett-on-the-nefarious-neurosurgeon.



that the human mind does not have free will) has on the human mind.”” The experiments
showed a reduction of ethical decisions by people who embraced this premise.

The atheist worldview seems to be a bundle of contradictions. One cannot bring that
philosophy into harmony with itself and given that level of internal conflict, the worldview fails.
The indefensible claims of the worldview of the non-theist are also not just benign; they can be
harmful and irresponsible.

The science and medical community clearly understand the psychological implications
of medicine as suggested by the placebo effect.”® Belief has warrant. However, even from a
purely secular and utilitarian perspective, given the multitude of evidence which shows the
positive impact of religious belief on humans,’ the majority of those who embrace scientism,
humanism, and atheism still aggressively attack religious ideology. This perspective is difficult
to rationalize as being truly objective, nor is it appropriately influenced by the scientific method.
It seems some may not want to truly follow the evidence where it leads, when the evidence

conflicts with biased personal ideology.

Inadequate Apologetic Foundation
While the research participants were equally distributed into two groups from a self-

assessment of the depth of their Christian beliefs prior to deconversion, it was clear that both

"K. D. Vohs and J. W. Schooler, “The Value of Believing in Free Will: Encouraging a Belief in
Determinism Increases Cheating,” Psychological Science 19, no. 1 (2008): 49-54, accessed January 31,
2021, doi:10.1111/j.1467-9280.2008.02045.x.

8 Defined as the phenomenon that some people experience a benefit after medically inactive, yet
patient-perceived, curative treatment.

R, E. Phillips III, “A Re-examination of Religious Fundamentalism: Positive Implications for
Coping,” Mental Health, Religion & Culture 18 (2015): 299-311.
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groups (those who claimed their Christianity was deeply rooted vs those who claimed a
moderate embrace of Christian doctrine) were equally vulnerable to apostacy. As they
experienced their intellectual or emotional challenges, their Christian faith could not withstand
the assault. This section evaluates the apparent inadequacy of the apologetic foundation for
modern Christians.

To address the ideologically vulnerable, it appears the church and the Christian apologist
must prioritize reinforcing the fundamental religious presuppositions regarding the
transcendent. To the apostate, once the presupposition about the existence of God is removed,
the remaining historical, theological, and philosophical evidence of Christianity becomes highly
questionable at best, and completely indefensible at worst.

Throughout history and across all religious spectrums, religions tend to be defined by
practices and not just beliefs. Therein lies the fundamental flaw in the perspective of modern
Christians regarding presuppositional apologetics. The spiritual algorithm of the liberal
Christian is flawed. To the average liberal Christian, faith equals devotion to ritual and therefore
by extension, makes one feel that they are working hard enough to earn redemption. This
formula does not have biblical support, nor does it have a Christ-centered basis (Ephesians 2:8-
9).

Jesus constantly engaged with the Jewish religious elite, challenging their shortsighted
and hypocritical display of religiosity. Psychologist and theologian J. Harold Ellens explains
that Jesus was intolerant of this adulteration of God’s covenant with humanity. He writes,
“[Jesus] constantly attacked the Pharisees and their proposals for renewing the spiritual vitality

of the Jewish Community. He constantly and intentionally provoked conflict and disruption of



the status quo, spiritually and politically. He refused to negotiate, compromise, palliate, or
mollify his insistence upon keeping his elbow perpetually in the eye of the people in power.””%

Ellens further explains Jesus’s intention in assertively confronting the religious leaders
of the day. “His principle was simply that the renewal of Jewish spirituality could only come
from a return to the Abrahamic Covenant,” which declared God’s love for humanity
unconditional from our behavior which then allows man to be removed from the burden of fear,
guilt, and shame from the equation of our relationship with the Creator (Genesis 12; Romans 8,
Micah 7:18-20). “He saw that the Pharisees and Scribes were absolutely wrong in assuming
that the Mosaic legal system would renew the Jewish relationship with God.”8!

The modern church congregant seems to have fallen into this same trap. This is a trap
that presupposes that one can somehow determine, define, and obtain their own redemption.
This formula for secular redemption places a heavy burden on humanity as the dependent
variable. Humanity neither has this capacity nor can bear this burden. Most deconverts in this
research described the constant “pressure” that they felt as Christians. To them, the church was
pressuring them to obtain an unobtainable goal.

Christianity offers a spiritual algorithm which is unique in that it addresses humanity’s
moral gap and search for truth, meaning, and purpose, the yearning in our soul. The
presuppositional “God Math” algorithm is stated as follows:

U+ (V-God)>1.

8 J. Harold Ellens,
“That Tough Guy from Nazareth: A Psychological Assessment of Jesus,” HTS Theological Studies 70,
no. 1 (2014): 1-6, accessed January 31,
2021, <http://www.scielo.org.za/scielo.php?script=sci_arttext&pid=S0259-
94222014000100003&Ing=en&nrm=iso>. ISSN 2072-8050.

8 Ibid., 6-8.



Stated non-numerically, you, plus anything other than God, is less than whole, and
therefore, incomplete. On a social level, one is unable to have a basis for their own morality. On
a psychological level, one will always struggle to find fulfillment and balance in isolation. On a
theological level, one cannot achieve redemption on their own; however, Scripture promises
that through Christ, humanity is capable of doing anything, including achieving personal
fulfillment, victory, and meaning (Philippians 4:13).

The Judeo-Christian worldview, the entirety of the biblical scripture, and the entirety of
Christ’s message is based on this main premise. If one does not embrace this core belief, a
person’s ideological algorithm is wrong, their beliefs are based on shifting sand, and what
remains is simply a self-constructed worldview with flawed input and flawed output. Even if
decorated with the rituals of quasi-Christianity, the self-constructed worldview is vulnerable to
collapse from any strong wind of culture and society. Any attempt to replace God with any
other variable (i.e., good deeds, giving money to the church, acquiescence to culture) and the
math fails.

A person is not able to obtain their own redemption—not as a churchgoer, not as a
religious believer, not as a “good” Christian, not as a Jewish Pharisee, and certainly not as a
secular member of a cancel-culture, name-calling, label-applying, race-baiting, Marxism-
espousing, tribal, no-hope, no-meaning, subjective morality, postmodern culture. One soon
finds that the self-righteous Christian attempts to consume a non-sustaining diet. Ironically, in

regard to today’s post-modern culture, they eat their own.82

8 F, H. Pitts, “A Liberal Marxism? Mutual Care, Global Humanity and Minimum Utopia,” The
Political Quarterly 91 (2020): 23542, accessed March 20, 2021, doi:10.1111/1467-923X.12809.



Regarding the critical apologetic aspects of the Judeo-Christian God presupposition,
many define presupposition as “assumed without proof.” Regardless of the semantical attacks
and claims of wishful thinking, the Christian church has rock-solid ground to continue to treat
this core belief as unquestionable and axiomatic. However, for the deconvert participants in our
research, the God presupposition was the single pivot point from belief to unbelief.

The great learning for the church is as follows: the fundamental presuppositions can and
should be considered axiomatic; however, these presuppositions must also be actively taught,
explained, apologetically defended, and reinforced amongst the church body. Just because
something is unquestionable and ineffable does not mean it is inexplicable or indefensible.
Therefore, the church itself is the first mission field for the ministry of Christian apologetics.

Some suggest the gap between science and religion is fact versus faith. Yet, the scientist
has his own presuppositions. Rabbi and author Harold S. Kushner, in paralleling the faith that
believers have in God with the faith that of scientists have in postmodernity, explains:

Because when they look into their microscopes, they see things happening which can

only happen if quarks and electrons existed (meaning if they were observable). | believe

in the reality of God in the way that scientists believe in the reality of electrons. | see
things that would not happen unless there is a God.%*

History may prove that one of the greatest proponents of presuppositional apologetics is
author and scholar, Greg Bahnsen. While some, including the author of this paper, would not
align with the Calvinist perspective of Bahnsen, his interpretation of presuppositionalist
apologetics, originated by Dutch American Christian Philosopher Cornelius Van Til, is notable.

Bahnsen died tragically of heart disease at age 47, but authored many books on this

topic, including the posthumously credited work Presuppositional Apologetics. Amongst the

8 Harold S. Kushner, Nine Essential Things I've Learned About Life (New York: Random
House, 2015), 22.



edited notes, found 15 years after the passing of Bahnsen, included the following declarative for
the presuppositional apologist:

The very question of whether God might exist, or Scripture might be true, is tantamount

to a denial about what Scripture says about God’s inescapably clear and authoritative

revelation. To attempt an apologetic which takes an (allegedly) impartial starting point
and method is to radically deny the existence of the Christian God as described in His
nature and activities by Scripture.

In this exhortation, Bahnsen was not discrediting the purpose of apologetics, but rather
he was challenging the mindset of the apologist himself. In Bahnsen’s perspective, it is
impossible to remove God from the algorithm and then argue our way toward God from a
perspective of possibility, probability, or preponderance of the evidence. Man is completely
incapable of evaluating the reality of God using our finite and flawed cognitive processes. God
is beyond the natural and His being is beyond our ability to comprehend or explain.

Bahnsen ultimately rejects that the unbeliever’s argument against God is evidential.
There is separate motivation for the unbeliever which must be understood and unashamedly
addressed. He writes:

We do not present Christianity as a “hypothesis” to be verified, and we are repulsed by

the by the idea of presenting men with a “probability” to worship. Our apologetic must

presuppose Christ’s Word in Scripture, casting down all reasoning that exalts itself
against God. We must use the tools supplied by the Holy Spirit, not the devices of sin.

We must seriously recognize that the sinner’s problem in rejecting the Bible is ethical,

not intellectual. Only regeneration can bring a man to believe, and apologetic argument

must never presume to preempt or in any way take the place of regeneration.*

Bahnsen’s encouragement to the apologist to maintain the proper mindset is credible.
Certainly, his instruction to recognize the appropriate role of the apologist in relation to the role

of the Holy Spirit is undeniable. However, it must be noted that intellectual rejection of the

existence of God is the central aspect of the deconversion process.

8 Greg L. Bahnsen, Presuppositional Apologetics: Stated and Defended (Powder Springs:
American Vision, 2008), 14.



The reason behind the rejection seems indeed be morally grounded but the end result is
simply an intellectual rejection of God. The apologist can have an influential role at this point,
but he must approach this situation with proper intellectual and spiritual preparation—along
with a proper understanding of the spiritual and psychological status of their interlocutor.

There are two great questions to which one must content as they wrestle with the
transcendent: 1) How does a non-theist ground their claim of morality in the absence of a
Creator-God as the only viable source of objective morality? 2) What evidence do they have for
an alternative that is stronger than the evidence of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus
Christ?

Regarding the historical evidence for the resurrection of Jesus, New Testament scholar
(and now a self-described agnostic who was previously an Evangelical Christian) Bart Erhman

states:

That Jesus’ followers (and later Paul) had resurrection experiences is, in my judgment, a
fact. What the reality was that gave rise to the experiences I do not know. Paul’s tradition
that 500 people saw Jesus at the same time has led some people to suggest that Jesus’
followers suffered mass hysteria. But mass hysteria does not explain the other traditions.
Finally, we know that after his death his followers experienced what they described as the
‘resurrection’: the appearance of a living but transformed person who had actually died.
They believed this, they lived it, and they died for it.%

German New Testament scholar Gerd Lidemann agrees with this perspective as well:

After Jesus’ death, the disciples endured persecution, and a number of them experienced
martyrdom. The strength of their conviction indicates that they were not just claiming
Jesus had appeared to them after rising from the dead. They really believed it. They
willingly endangered themselves by publicly proclaiming the risen Christ.%

Theologian and author N.T. Wright also mirrors these opinions:

8 Bart Ehrman, Jesus: Apocalyptic Prophet of the New Millennium (New York: Oxford Press,
1999), 230-31.

8 Gerd Ludemann, What Really Happened? (Louisville: Westminster, 1996), 80.



We are left with the conclusion that the combination of empty tomb and appearances of
the living Jesus forms a set of circumstances which is itself both necessary and
sufficient for the rise of early Christian belief. Without these phenomena, we cannot
explain why this belief came into existence, and took the shape it did. With them, we
can explain it exactly and precisely.®’

The death, burial, and resurrection of Jesus Christ is the basis of Christian belief and
without those historical events occurring, Christianity fails (I Corinthians 15:14). The historical
evidence is substantively and broadly supported by the worldwide community of New
Testament scholars. The atheist not only fails to offer credible evidence against the historicity of
the events, but they also fail to explain the historic growth of Christianity without those events
occurring.

If indeed the atheist is as open minded as they suggest, if they truly have intention to
follow the evidence where it leads, then they must recognize that their worldview carries the
greater risk from an eschatological perspective. If the Christian worldview is wrong, people
have lost nothing more than an attempt to bring attention to the source of objective moral values
and duties to society in establishing a bridge to the transcendent. If the atheist is wrong, they are
wrong about society, morality, the human condition, the reality of meaning, the source of truth,
the existence of the supernatural realm, and the eternal implications for their own soul.

Ultimately, the greatest loss for the atheist is the opportunity to establish a personal
relationship with someone who still powerfully influences our world 2000 years later. An

honest assessment by the atheist should be to take more seriously the evidence of the Christian

worldview until such time that positive evidence is established for atheism. Until that time

8 N.T. Wright, “The New Unimproved Jesus,” christianitytoday.com, accessed March 7, 2021,
https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/1993/september-13/new-unimproved-jesus.html.



occurs, they have no evidence to rule out the transcendent implications of a worldview that has
proven benefits on a societal level as well as proven benefits on a personal psychological level.

Without exception, among the interviewed apostates, there was no new evidence against
the resurrection of Jesus; there was no new evidence against the existence of God; there was no
new evidence to suggest the unreliability of the Bible (although the interviewees offered ample
evidence to suggest the Bible was inconsistent with the “morals” of modern culture and
society). There were claims of biblical and theistic immorality, but the anecdotal examples
provided were strawman claims and blatant misinterpretations of primarily Old Testament
warfare situations and Mosaic Law.

Machen describes why the authority of Bible must be a critical element of the Christian
base of presuppositions. He completely discounts the claim that dependence on a book is a dead
or artificial thesis. He gives evidence of how the Great Reformation of the sixteenth century was
based on the defense of biblical truth and it changed the course of human thinking toward
philosophy, religion, and morality. He compares the basis of a foundation on the transcendent
versus the foundation of human creation:

Dependence upon a word of man would be slavish, but dependence upon God’s word is

life. Dark and gloomy would be the world, if it were left to our own devices, and had no

blessed word of God. The Bible, to the Christian, is not a burdensome law, but the very

Magna Charta of Christian liberty. It is no wonder then, that liberalism is totally

different from Christianity, for the foundation is different. Christianity is founded upon

the Bible. It bases upon the Bible both its thinking and its life. Liberalism, on the other
hand is founded upon the shifting emotions of sinful men.8®

It should be concerning that, without any supporting evidence, a professing Christian

could turn their back so easily on their religious faith. Certainly, there is biblical evidence to

suggest that some people claim the label of “Christian” without truly understanding what it

8 Machen, Christianity and Liberalism, 78-9.



means to experience Christ with a total commitment of their lives to Him (Matthew 7:21-23).
They commit their money, they commit their time, they commit emotionally (which can be
dangerously deceiving and superficial in itself), and sometimes they commit intellectually; but
few understand the true depth of the commitment as explained by Jesus—the result is a
superficial commitment at best, which is intellectually feeble and spiritually vulnerable.

Loving God with all your heart (intensely), with your soul (sincerely), and with all your
strength (energetically and with all of one’s faculties) results in the death of self. When self is
crucified, Christ is glorified. This is yet another amazing dichotomy of Christianity. In dying to
self, and in sacrifice to Christ, one can achieve personal fulfillment, meaning, and clarity of
purpose. “Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation. The old things have passed
away. Behold, all things have become new” (1 Corinthians 5: 17).

One must understand that this is a constant battle, a truly spiritual battle. In giving one’s
heart, soul, and mind to Christ, note that the mind is not spiritually sealed from attack, as is the
soul. The soul is under spiritual safe keeping (John 10:27-29; Romans 8:38-39; John 3:16;
Colossians 3:3). However, there is a warning about the fragility and vulnerability of the mind.
“Therefore, | urge you brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies as a
living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service of worship. And do
not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind, so that you
may prove what the will of God is, that which is good and acceptable and perfect” (Romans 12:
1-2, version?).

Research, study, devotion, and meditation on biblical scripture is a critical aspect of this
journey of spiritual maturity. Renewal is a process, not a project. The tense of the verb suggests

an ongoing journey, not an end state. The mind is the most vulnerable aspect of triune being of



humanity. As a result, the Christian can be vulnerable to the shifting sands and blowing winds
of culture. The enemy knows this and the political left senses it.

The embrace of postmodern thought, of moral relativism, of so-called social justice, of
socialism, and of religious pluralism is prevalent within the Christian church today. Belief in a
transcendent Creator-God is one of the few core beliefs that separates the two ideologies of the
political left and the Christian left.

Religious “Nones” are the largest religious group among Democrats and Democrat-leaning Pew
survey respondents (See Figure 1). Younger generations attend church less, read the Bible less,
and pray less than older generations (See Figure 2). Democrat and left-leaning Christians read
the Bible less, have more doubt about God’s existence, attend church less, and pray less than

Republican and conservative-leaning Christians®® (See Figure 3).

Religious ‘Nones” Now Largest Single Religious Group Among Democrats
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Figure 1.
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becoming-less-religious.



People in Older Generational Cohorts Increasingly Rely on Religion for Guidance on
Questions of Right and Wrong

Rely most on
religious Participate in

teachings heliefs prayer/scripture Say “my religion is one
on questions of Read scripture at study group at least true faith leading to
right/wrong least once a week once a week eternal life”
Silent generation (bom 1928-1945) % % ] ]
2007 34 42 28 20
2014 41 44 32 23
Change +7 +2 +4 +3
Baby Boomers (bom 1946-1964)
2007 31 36 23 18
2014 38 38 27 21
Change +7 +2 +4 +3
Generation X (bomn 1965-1980)
2007 28 31 21 20
2014 33 36 25 20
Change +5 +5 +4 o
Older Milennials (bom 19851-1989)
2007 24 27 20 22
2014 26 29 18 19
Change +2 +2 -2 -3
Younger Millennials (borm 1990-1996)
2007 n/a nsa n/a n/a
2014 23 25 18 22
Change n/a nsa n/a n/a
PEW RESEARCH CENTER
Figure 2.

One could easily challenge the theological basis of someone who claims the label of
Christian but guestions the authority of the Bible, while entertaining the shifting tenets of
modern culture. These are disparate and unreconcilable platforms. The atheist, while claiming a
pursuit of rationality, seems curiously led by social predisposition instead of truth. One of the
most notable atheists of the past 50 years and historically prolific anti-theist, Antony Flew,
famously renounced his atheism by quoting Socrates, explaining that he was simply “following
the evidence where it led.”®® The last years of his life were dedicated to a pursuit of theism.

To the Christian apologist, they should stand firm. The believer has no reason to be

ashamed of truth (Galatians 5:1; Deuteronomy 32: 31; Psalm 18:1-3; 2 Samuel 2:22). Truth

% Antony Flew, There is a God: How the World’s Most Notorious Atheist Changed his Mind
(New York: HarperOne, 2007), 89.



passes all tests and vetting—ypropaganda fails every test of credibility and legitimacy. However,
the professing Christian must inventory his true beliefs. God’s existence and Christ resurrection
is the greatest possible news for this world. We may be the miracle that our atheist neighbor
needs. We cannot save them, but we been instructed to tell them. A Christian surely would
spring to action if a person’s life were in danger; yet, we flinch, or even completely retreat,
given the fact that their soul is at risk.

One could claim the atheist is a lost cause due to the depth of their anger, resentment,
and rejection of the Gospel, however the evidence suggests otherwise. C.S. Lewis was once an
avowed atheist and became arguably the greatest Christian apologist of the twentieth century.
Philosopher, and at one point, the most famous atheist on the planet, Antony Flew renounced
his atheism late in life and penned the book, There is a God. Christian apologist Josh McDowell
was a former atheist, as was geneticist and Director of the National Genome project, Francis
Collins; as was Harvard Law School Founder, Simon Greenleaf; as was best-selling Christian
author, Lee Strobel. Even more importantly, while the depth of anti-theistic passion may not
have been the same as atheists avow today, at one point, so was every Christian.

Even the atheist, all while flailing in emotional denial, ultimately respects the steadfast
Christian standing firm on presuppositional ground. Author, columnist, and cultural
commentator Larry Taunton discussed this surprising perspective as he wrote about his 2010
debate with one of the most famous members of the so-called New Atheists, Christopher
Hitchens. While Hitchens was a renowned source vulgar and repulsive comments about
Christians and Christianity, he noted how Taunton was spared the usual vile rhetoric, so he
asked Hichens about his abnormal degree of respect and reserve. Hichens reply was “because

you believe it.”



Taunton gave another example of a peer at Dartmouth who said, “I really can’t consider
a Christian a good, moral person if he isn’t trying to convert me.” Taunton continues:

As surprising as it may seem, this sentiment is not as unusual as you might think. It finds
resonance in the well-publicized comments of Penn Jillette, the atheist illusionist and
comedian: “I don't respect people who don't proselytize. | don't respect that at all. If you
believe that there's a heaven and hell and people could be going to hell or not getting
eternal life or whatever, and you think that it's not really worth telling them this because
it would make it socially awkward . . . How much do you have to hate somebody to
believe that everlasting life is possible and not tell them that?”%*

In addition to not being reluctant to the process of apologetics, the Christian apologist
should also not be shy as to the foundational arguments, such as feeling restricted to defending
the Theistic presupposition purely on supernatural grounds. Antony Flew explains the rationale
behind his quite famous conversion from atheism to Theism:

| must stress that my discovery of the Divine has proceeded purely on a natural level,

without any reference to supernatural phenomena. It has been an exercise in what is

traditionally called natural theology. It has had no connection with any of the revealed
religions. Nor do I claim to have any personal experience of God or any experience that
may be called supernatural or miraculous. In short, my discovery of the Divine has been

a pilgrimage of reason and not of faith.%

In essence, one can obtain evidence of the transcendent simple with evidence of transcendent
impact on the observable world. As is the case with the theoretical quark, known only by its
effects and influence on its surroundings, the impact of the observable by that which is
unobservable, is difficult to rationally deny.

Addressing Objections to Christianity

It may be difficult to change someone’s mind after such an extreme worldview shift as

deconversion and as a result, the church must become more aware of the intellectual objections

% Larry Alex Taunton, “Listening to Young Atheists,” theatlantic.com, accessed March 20,
2021, https://www.theatlantic.com/national/archive/2013/06/listening-to-young-atheists-lessons-for-a-
stronger-christianity/276584/?utm_source=share&utm_campaign=share.
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to Christianity and equip their discipleship training and apologetics programs to address these
deconversion decision are made. Most of the deconversion process took a long time to manifest
into a final rejection of faith. This reflects a missed opportunity by church leadership and lay
personnel in recognizing congregants who were actively in a spiritual struggle while they were
still attending church.

Negative experiences with other Christians were commonly referenced by those who
deconverted. Authenticity is deemed lacking amongst modern Christians, while judgmentalism
and hypocrisy is rampant. Certainly, some of the accusations against Christians are due to
nonbelievers rejecting the message of Christ and by doing so, they intellectually strawman the
church, the Bible, Christianity, and Christians themselves. In defense of the attempts to attack
religion, there is ample anecdotal evidence of legitimate moral failures of followers of Christ.
There is no promise that Christianity will force someone to become a better person.

The fact that even the believer is flawed and prone to failure is proof that humanity
needs a Savior. Regardless of the ideological camp one may reside, humans are flawed vessels,
in constant need of repair and redemption. Regardless, Christ did not come to make bad people
good. He came to make dead people live.*

The ethical and moral failures of the Christian is not evidence in support of atheism, nor
against Christianity, no more than the failure of a student is the fault of the school. Yet, this
perspective should be a wakeup call to the Christian. The ultimate Christian apologetic is the
life of the believer and its reflection of Christ.®* If belief in Christ is not true-enough,

transformative-enough, and valuable-enough to make a noticeable change in the believer’s life,

% Unknown source. Commonly attributed to C.S. Lewis as well as Lawrence Ravenhill.
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why should the non-believer bother? If this describes the life of a person claiming commitment
to Christ, a re-evaluation of their true commitment is warranted. One cannot earn their way to
redemption; a life exemplifying Christ is evidence of—not the basis of—its legitimate
commitment and transformation (Romans 3:27-28).

The church, or any other earthly entity, was not designed as a proxy for a relationship
with Jesus (John 14:6). The purpose and role of the church must be correctly understood for
someone to have proper expectations and therefore become resilient to church-related failures
and disappointments.

Defined clearly among the pillars of Existentialism® and reinforced from a naturalist
and Darwinian evolution perspective, the concepts of hope, meaning, and justice are simply
human constructs.® Existentialists believe that reality exists only in one’s mind (the concept of
isolation). The philosophy also suggests there is no meaning in life. Death is the inevitable
conclusion for all humans. People can have impact on the course of their lives; however, it is
minuscule. On existentialism and similar worldviews, people are simply organic slaves to their
DNA. As a result, abstract and intangible qualities such as meaning, purpose, value, and ethics
have no basis in a world driven only by the random whims of natural selection.

These claims are the antithesis of biblical scripture (Romans 15:4; Proverbs 24:14; Job
11:18; Jeremiah 29:11; 2 Corinthians 3: 12-14). Atheist philosopher Kai Nielsen challenges the

inability for secular humanity to rationalize and justify the existence of objective morality. He

% Existentialism is defined as a philosophical theory or approach which emphasizes the
existence of the individual person as a free and responsible agent determining their own development
through acts of the will.

% Clifford N. Lazarus, “The Depressing Truth about the Human Condition?”
psychologytoday.com, accessed March 1, 2021, https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/blog/think-
well/201905/the-depressing-truth-about-the-human-condition.



assaults the concept of immoralism®’ and he confronts the flawed presupposition that one is
truly able to understand what it means to claim that something is right or wrong, nor that we
have the means to determine what is right or wrong.

The picture | have painted for you is not a pleasant one. Reflection on it depresses me. |
detest, as much as any of you, such lack of moral integrity as one finds in immoralism.
Indeed, reflecting on this picture and taking it to heart fortifies my own resolve to
engage in social struggle, to do my utmost to do my bit to bring about a world in which
genuine moral community will become possible and the class of immoralists, including
of course classic amoralists, will wither away or at least dwindle with the social
circumstances not being so conductive to their flourishing. *

Finally, and most challenging to the non-theist, he challenges the claim that humanity
can reason its way to morality. In his opinion, the human species lacks the ability to establish
unbiased and resolute caring for all human life (he uses the term, “disinterested,” relating an
appropriate analogy like the image of the blindfolded Lady Justice of America jurisprudence,
dispassionately and without prejudice, applying the law to society):

There is a great philosophical lesson here which perhaps also has human import. The
point is, pure, practical reason, even with a good knowledge of the facts, will not take
you to morality. You cannot reason or even bargain with yourself with a moral
commitment such that you will come clearly and correctly to acknowledge that there
must have been a failing of reason on your part if you are not a person of good will, a
person of moral integrity. Underlying morality, for it to be what it purports to be, there
must be a persuasive attitude of disinterested caring for all human life (and perhaps for
all sentient creatures) — the smallest as well as the greatest of us.%

7 A system of thought which rejects the existence of morality principles, certainly of
conventional and traditional pillars of morality. Variations of this belief system were posited by
Friedrich Nietszche. Alfred W. Benn, "The Morals of an Immoralist-Friedrich Nietzsche. 1." International
Journal of Ethics 19, no. 1 (1908): 1-23, accessed May 7, 2021. http://www.jstor.org/stable/2376714.

% Kai Nielsen, “Why Should I Be Moral? Revisited,” American Philosophical Quarterly 21, no.
1(1984): 90-1.

% Nielsen, Why Should I Be Moral? Revisited, 91.



The implications are clear— these ideals are only possible across the entirety of the
human species, given the transcendent. Meaning, purpose, truth, morality, and justice have a
universal basis only if God exists and only through Him (Matthew 6:25-33).

Furthermore, the atheist has a clear hierarchy of values, so even with an attempt to
balance a definition of morality across disparate cultural, religious, and philosophical pillars,
they will ultimately default to secular version of monotheism, which returns to a key premise of
this paper, self. The prioritization of self will eventually overrule other values, which by default,
relinquishes macro culture and macro values to the status of lesser gods, subservient to the
micro god of self and Darwinist self-preservation.

The premise of secular objective morality shows no evidence of successfully
establishing, nor influencing, universal moral principles. Secular morality does seek personal
moral redemption. Modern society devotes so much time and money on the pollution in our
environment but we so little time on the pollution in our minds. A science book that is twenty
years old is virtually outdated in the twenty-first century, but the philosophical and theological
writings of Aristotle, Plato, and Descartes, not to mention Augustine, Irenaeus, and Aquinas, are
still as applicable today as they were in the second and third centuries. Modern society devalues
morality as a fundamental tenet of a progressive worldview and therefore posits morality as an
insufficient arbiter for secular culture.

Admittedly, the existentialist does attempt to establish a humanistic basis for this
premise. Psychologist Ralph Lewis, author of Finding Purpose in a Godless World explains in a
recent article for Psychology Today:

The universe may not be purposeful, but humans are. Our sense of purpose is not at all

dependent on the universe having a purpose. All living creatures are purposive, in a

basic sense. Even a bacterium or a plant is purpose-driven. Human purposive behavior
has evolved to become much more embellished, elaborated by conscious intention, but it



is fundamentally driven by the same basic instinctual goals of all living things: survival
and reproduction.®

The existentialists fail to explain how one can derive morality, meaning, and purpose
from a Darwinian perspective of species driven by survival and flourishing. For example, there
IS no contribution to human flourishing by the act of abortion. “Women’s rights” is the claim to
justify the action, even to the ultimate demise of the fetus, but one could make the same tone-
deaf claim about rape. It accomplishes the purpose of propagation of the species with an even
greater benefit of no loss of life in the process. The argument need not apply only a female
perspective. Certainly, no one would defend the rape premise in defense of male Darwinian-
driven choice, and neither should the premise apply to abortion. As a result, the existentialist
logic fails normal reason.

Moreover, Lewis’s comments are an example of the tendency for the atheist, naturalist,
and existentialist to borrow from the Christian worldview. Concepts such as “good” and “evil”
do not exist in a Darwinian world. What remains is simply one person’s perspective of morality,
meaning, and purpose which has no universal authority or prospect for universal adoption.

There will be some aspects of theistic and biblical truth which differ from one’s personal
preferences. It should be expected. Human disagreement with Christ-centered, biblical
principles do not stand as evidence against the existence of God; it stands only evidence of
one’s dislike of God. However, if God is God, is it that surprising that the omniscient Creator

has knowledge, judgment, and perspective that the creation does not have?
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This thesis suggests it would be more surprising that the creation had complete
intellectual synthesis with the Creator, just as it would be surprising if the child had complete
intellectual synthesis with the parent. The environment, cultural, and intellectual capacity delta
between the two are immeasurable. “For my thoughts are not your thoughts and my ways are
not your ways” (Isaiah 55:8, version?).

So, when someone (without the expected tendency to strawman the Bible) evaluates
truth in Scripture and it goes against their politics, or their cultural influence, or their assessment
of “morality,” the creation should take note and reevaluate the reason for the discrepancy. It
seems indefensible that a Darwinist-driven intellect would have the morality integrity or the
intellectual capacity to cast judgement on the Creator.

Another common claim against the existence of the transcendent, certainly against the
possible existence of a “loving” God, is the existence of evil. Disappointments, failures,
heartaches, and struggles exist in life. There are no biblical promises to the contrary. If one
claims the existence of evil is evidence against God, solace will certainly not be found in a
Darwinist-centered, naturalist worldview. There is no solution to the problem of evil on
atheism. Furthermore, the atheist, if they stay true to evolutionary theory, has no basis to define
good versus evil, objective morality, or moral duties.

With the gift of free-will comes the prospect of the choice of evil. The late Christian
apologist Ravi Zacharias explains that there could only have been one of four worlds that God
could have created. First, God could have chosen to not create any world. Second, God could
have chosen to create a world where there was no evil, a form of robotic intellectual restriction

of the mind. Third, God could have created a world where people would only choose good over
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evil; a second version of robotic control of the mind. The final option is that God could have
created this world; a world where humanity has the greatest gift of all, the gift of free, unfettered
choice between good and evil. Ravi proceeds to explain that only in this world, in a world
where we have the free will to accept or reject God, is it possible for the greatest ethic to exist,
love.10?

God gave us the opportunity to experience the greatest possible ethic, but this gift also
carries a great risk. Evil is a privation of good, just as darkness is a privation of light. It has no
source of existence on its own. Evil does not have a proper ontological basis.*%®

Regardless of arguments regarding the origination of evil, any claim of God being the
author of evil must provide evidence against the possibility that God would not have a valid
reason for allowing the privation of good through free will. It is certainly possible that the
design of this world is optimized to draw the largest possible percentage of humanity to Him,
the objective standard of good, while still preserving the gift of free will 2%

The atheist fails to realize that God’s plan, allowing the possibility of evil because of

free will, is the very vehicle itself which allows them to question God in the first place.

The Learning for the Church — The Toughest Apologetic
Certainly, the high volume of Christian deconversion reflects the severity of spiritual
warfare occurring today, but it also reflects a huge gap in the modern Christian church’s

strategy and approach to discipleship. The modern church has twenty-first century audio-
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visuals, twenty-first century marketing and advertising, and twenty-first century appeal to the
“seeker.” While the modern mega-church has mastered the ability to draw a big crowd, they fall
desperately short in building disciples who can intellectually combat cultural and societal
attacks on core Christian doctrine.'® This section will address key learnings from the
deconversion research for the modern church.

Many deconverted Christians become actively affiliated with atheist organizations.
While deconversion certainly reflects a rejection of fundamental Judeo-Christian principles,
many former Christians seem to retain the desire for community, interpersonal fellowship, and
group validation of ideological identity that they enjoyed as self-professed Christians. The
individual benefit from communal interaction and support is generally considered one of the
primary utilitarian functions of the Christian church; yet negative church experiences are also
often blamed as a reason for their rejection of Christianity.

The process of establishing a proper apologetic to a deconverted Christian must begin
with an understanding of the personal experience which drove them away from the church and
their faith. It is doubtful that attempts at intellectual, philosophical, or theological introspection
will be effective without this grounding. If someone has been spiritually and ideologically
derailed because of one event or situation, it would seem possible to overcome with an equally
powerful positive experience.

A church that has a strong program of relationship and discipleship (small-group home
meetings, personal follow-up and prayer time, on-going Christian education, and so on) can

effectively rebuild that bridge. Reaction to an anecdotal event does not have to result in a total
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rejection of Christ. However, the challenge is much easier to recognize these vulnerable
congregants prior to their final embrace of outright apostacy.

The twenty-first century Christian church has many challenges, both internal and
external. The church must stand firm on biblical principles while still demonstrating Christ’s
love for humanity. It is critical for the church in confronting modern culture to find a proper
balance between relevance and influence. The church must be relevant in a postmodern society
where the Christianity is demonized, while also working to differentiate Christianity in a
positive way from the cultural norms. Many churches attempt to commercialize the Christian
message for greater societal reception.

Nineteenth century theologian B.F. Westcott explains the impact of such spiritual
propaganda: “We have so persistently dissembled the power of the Gospel . . . that it is
pardonable if those who judge of it by us should doubt whether it is anything more efficacious
and inspiring than the pathetic guesses which adore the writings of philosophy.”1%

The challenge is how to increase the church’s societal footprint while simultaneously
honoring the truth of the Gospel of Jesus Christ. The church has one commission from Jesus —
go and preach the gospel. The Great Commission contains no clause that prompts consideration
of a version of the Gospel that may more palatable, more acceptable, or more politically correct.

Jesus Christ exhorted His followers to preach the true, unadulterated Gospel to the world

(Matthew 28:16-20).
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The Deconverted Seek a Replacement Religion

"The problem of disbelieving in God is not that a man ends up believing nothing. Alas,
it is much worse. He ends up believing anything.”2%" It is obvious from the research that
apostates now seek alternative gods to worship in place of their former Deity. Everyone has a
basis of value and a moral system; the apostates claim the removal of God from the top of their
hierarchy of values, yet they seek a replacement. Research from the interviews suggest clear
doctrinal principles for the deconverted Christian and their new religion.

Atheist author and poet Charles Bukowski stated, “For those who believe in God, most
of the big questions are answered. But for those of us who can't readily accept the God formula,
the big answers don't remain stone-written. We adjust to new conditions and discoveries. We
are pliable. Love need not be a command nor faith a dictum. I am my own god.”% As
previously stated, if one does not believe that God exists, then a search begins for a replacement
deity. The self, whether defined by an explicit conviction to follow personal desires, or whether
it is a replacement wrapped in a cloak of legitimacy (such as political activism) is elevated in a
futile attempt by the non-believer to fulfill the inherent desire to seek purpose and meaning. The
self is the most convenient deity; unfortunately, it is also the most hollow, empty, futile, and
ineffectual god that someone could conjure.

Whether guided by Darwinian instincts of self-preservation and survival or whether
driven by the desire for post-modern denial of the transcendent, if one eliminates the prospect of

objective meaning and moral truth, what remains is simply self and subjectivity. It is not of
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minor coincidence that the dominate word of twenty-first century social networking is the
“selfie.” The great focal point of modern digital photography has become the fascinating subject
of Me. Disregard the great landscape, architecture, or other amazing scenery, take a moment and
ponder the greatness of “Me.”

This degradation of culture was foretold in biblical prophecy. “But understand this, that
in the last days there will come times of difficulty. For people will be lovers of self, lovers of
money, proud, arrogant, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy” (1 Timothy
3:1-2). One may be curious as Paul’s inclusion of the phrase regarding disobedient children and
the implied impact on society of this text.

Psychotherapist and Holocaust survivor Viktor Frankl sheds light on the implications of
college campuses being a petri dish of self-worship. Frankl emphasizes not only the err of
teaching materialism and scientism as objective truth, but also the inherent danger. The result is
a corruption of humanity through a flawed self-perception of being a mere product of instinct,
heredity, and environment. The end-state of adoption of this thinking is nihilism.

The gas chambers of Auschwitz were the ultimate consequence of the theory that man is
nothing but the product of heredity and environment; or as the Nazi liked to say, ‘of
Blood and Soil.” I am absolutely convinced that the gas chambers of Auschwitz,
Treblinka, and Maidanek were ultimately prepared not in some Ministry or other in
Berlin, but rather at the desks and lecture halls of nihilistic scientists and
philosophers.1®

The god of self may only be an intellectual construct of the twenty-first century, but it
represents a real and metastasizing danger to our individual psychology, to our society, and to

our future litmus test for truth. The non-theist groups posit a wide range of views, most
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contradictory, on self. For example, Sam Harris suggests self is just an illusion, but then
disagrees with his mentor Daniel Dennett as he argues against the concept of free will.1*

Many of the interview participants stated concerns that reflected moral judgement of the
biblical God. One participant lamented, “How could God have not allowed me to pursue my
dream?” At no point in the interview did the participant consider that God may have had a
different, more meaningful, more fulfilling plan for his life. This is a symptom of the cultural
pandemic of Me; one is unwilling to evaluate anything beyond what they want, certain in lieu of
what they may need.

Many interview participants complained about religion “forcing them to believe” certain
things that conflicted with their social or political perspectives. Me-centered thinking does not
have God or objective truth at the top of its hierarchy. Subjective opinion, personal feelings, and
instant gratification represent the triune godhead of postmodernism.

Truth does not change with the winds of culture. Truth is not defined by convenience.
Truth is not defined by what is fashionable. Fourth-century Theologian and Philosopher
Augustine of Hippo famously lamented, “I looked for pleasure, beauty, and truth, not in God
but in myself and his other creatures, and the search led me instead to pain, confusion, and
error.”!

Psychologist Paul Vitz, in his 2010 work on Psychology as Religion,*'? maintains that

modern psychology (in drawing a parallel to the concepts of scientism, atheism, humanism and
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related isms) has become a religion in itself; a secular cult of self that has become part of the
problem rather than part of the solution.

The whole focus on our selves feeds unrealistic self-love, which psychologists often call

‘narcissism.” One would have thought America had enough trouble with the narcissism

of the “Me Generation” in the 1970s and with the Yuppies in the 1980s. But today’s

search for self-esteem is just the newest expression of America’s tradition of egomania.

The “feel good” created by such words (i.e., “you are the most important person in the

whole world”) is closer to a drug-induced high than any reality. It pacifies, seduces,

distracts. It fills the empty self, but it perpetuates passivity and weakness.!*

Author and Paster Rick Warren gives caution to this perspective with the very first
sentence in his most famous work, The Purpose Driven Life:

It’s not about you. The purpose of your life is far greater than your own personal

fulfillment, your peace of mind, or even your happiness. Its far greater than your family,

your career, or even your wildest dreams or ambitions. If you want to know why you
were placed on this planet, you must first begin with God. You were born by his purpose
and for his purpose.'*

What is the danger in focusing on self? The issue is perspective. It was not coincidental
that Satan took Jesus to a mountain top during his temptation. Perspective changes when self is
elevated; everything else looks small and insignificant in comparison to one’s view at the
moment. Conversely, to appreciate God’s glory, one looks upward to the heavens (Psalms
19:1). When one looks at the night sky, one realizes the mammoth totality of creation—and how
relatively insignificant they are in comparison. The ultimate significance of this juxtaposition is
not rooted purely in scale; it is based on the fact that regardless of how small one may seem, in

reality, each human life is greatly consequential in the eyes of the Divine. However, to achieve

greatness in this sense, one cannot focus on himself in the process. In yet another great
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dichotomy of Christian truth, humanity benefits more from focusing on God than focusing on
themselves (Matthew 22:40).

The Christian apologist must confront this cultural dilemma and give voice to this great
and inconvenient truth; self is the most inadequate god anyone could ever worship. The Gospel
of Jesus Christ contains a solution to humanity’s epic malady of inadequacy. The legitimate
Christian life is defined by crucifixion of the self. In its place is a God truly worthy of worship.
In making this transaction, a person can become more than capable of addressing the challenges
of this world. Paul, in his letter to the church of Galatia proclaims, “I have been crucified with
Christ. It is no longer | who live, but Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh
| live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself up for me” (Galatians 2:20).

There are two aspects of the atheist doctrine and tactics related to organized religion.
The first is based on a political and societal assault to eliminate the freedom of organized
religion as an element of modern society. For an ideology that claims a foundation in science,
the basis for this doctrine seems once again, contradictory. There is ample scientific research on
the psychological benefit of religion on human beings.'*® There are only two conclusions one
can draw from this fact: either the psychological and societal utility of religion has a
transcendent source (i.e., from God) or it has a naturalist source (i.e., a survival-driven

advancement of morality analysis influenced only by Darwinian evolution). Given those
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choices, the atheist ideology is either in direct conflict with the Creator-God or in direct conflict
with clinical psychology. The atheist ideology is built on a house of cards based on willful
blindness to a real, legitimate benefit to the human psyche.

The second aspect of this atheist doctrine is the search for a replacement religion,
although the atheist would certainly resist this characterization of the atheist doctrine. Augustine
recognized the deep draw of the Divine. “You made us for yourself Lord: and our hearts are
restless until they come to rest in you.”!® The atheist is aware of this yearning. It is a
subconscious yearning to obtain righteousness. It is a subconscious yearning in search of
redemption. Atheist John Gray explains:

Contemporary atheism is a flight from a godless world. Life without any power that can

secure order, or some kind of ultimate justice is frightening and for many an intolerable

prospect. In the absence of such a power, human events could be finally chaotic, and no
story could be told that satisfied the need for meaning. Struggling to escape this vision,
atheists have looked for surrogates of the God they cast aside. The progress of humanity
has replaced divine providence. But this faith in humanity makes sense only if it
continues ways of thinking that have been inherited from monotheism. The idea that the

human species realizes common goals throughout history is a secular avatar of a

religious idea of redemption.*’

A number of the participants in the research for this paper mentioned that they attend
Unitarian Universalist churches (UUC) in the area. Given this lead, an interview was scheduled
with the leader of a local UUC to better understand how such an ideology attempts to determine

truth amongst so many disparate faiths and why this form of “church” would be a draw for

atheists.
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The leader of the church was a self-described panentheist.*'® While the panentheist
believes in spirituality, there were common elements between the UUC ideology and atheism,
such as the moral, ethical, and intellectual adequacy of self. When | asked how he ministered
atheists in his church, he responded, “One ministry challenge of the UU church is to not move
them from where they are today, but to get them comfortable with where they are today. Most
people are good.” When I pressed the issue on the UUC litmus test for good and bad, he
admitted a lack of objective basis for the distinction; he struggled with contriving a subjective
basis for morality as well.

Other contradictions of the Unitarian Universalist worldview included an embrace of the
story of Jesus, albeit with a rejection of His historicity and certainly His divinity. The leader
explained that most of his congregation would self-describe as “liberal Christians;” however,
they espoused clearly non-biblical tenets outside of the realm of historical Christianity, such as
homosexuality and so-called “social justice.” He further stated that he considers Christianity (as
a formal religious institution) as “dehumanizing” and “prejudiced,” and declared theism itself as
“heretical.”

He further explained the church’s focus on love, acceptance, compassion, and empathy.
He explained how he decided to allow a registered sex offender to attend the church and its
social functions, albeit with specific rules prohibiting unsupervised access to non-adults. The
sex offender proceeded to ignore the rule, was confronted, then proceeded to leave the
congregation.

This story illustrates the dichotomous and contradictory ideology of the non-Christian.

While claiming unconditional love for the sex offender, they still attempted to place behavioral
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conditions on him. While not being able to realize morality and ethical dilemmas, they had no
clue how to properly minister to it. Without a proper spiritual, mental, and psychological
diagnosis, the patient is not cured (or even treated) and remains a threat to himself and to others.
While most moral dilemmas do not reach the levels of societal threats, as the case with the sex
offender, lack of a moral and spiritual assessment yields similar results. As a result of this lack
of moral prognosis and correlated treatment, the sex offender simply proceeded to act, yet again,
on his instincts and unfettered innate desires.!*°

A person must realize he or she has a problem before they can move forward for proper
curative treatment. Denying this assessment, then having that self-acceptance reinforced
societally, simply results in an exacerbation of the problem. To simply declare oneself as
adequate in their status quo, in virtual any aspect of life, the result will be either intellectual
apathy, moral stagnation, or dangerous, willful blindness.

It seems there is no secular solution to the yearning of the soul of humanity. The snake
oil options being pawned today are red herrings with a trail that ends in dispair. The atheistic
tenets of belief and disbelief are a house built on intellectual and moral shifting sand.

Atheists tend to apply more of a benign label to their belief system than is formally
represented in their platforms. The tend to use “agnostic” more often than “atheist” and
certainly more often than “anti-theist.” There are also convoluted combination labels such as
“gnostic atheists.” Curiously, if one compares these relatively benign labels as descriptors of
atheism with the official position statement of any local atheist organization, the tenets seem to
shift from the benign (which provides something of a security blanket against burden of proof)

and exposes their true focus, that being, outright anti-religion activism.
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For example, below is the official Position Statement from the Charlotte Atheists and
Agnostics organization. The statement begins with a declaration of “freedom of conscious” with
equal consideration and “respect for all people.” From there, the statement becomes much more
aggressive:

We oppose any laws or policies that seek to establish, promote, or prefer any religion in

favor of any other religion or non-religion. We support the right of the individual to

practice religion to the degree that such observance neither hampers nor violates the
rights of others.

We oppose the encroachment of religion into public education. We support an objective,
fact-based public educational system with those facts supported by empirical evidence.

We recognize the overwhelming scientific support for the theory of evolution and reject
any proposal to include creationism, in any form, in a science classroom. We believe
that all world beliefs, including creationism, are worthy of study in the proper
educational context.

The statement concludes with a declaration of support for abortion rights, LGBTQ+
rights, “marriage equality” and support for the right “of all consenting adults

to conscientiously manage their own sexual behavior with no intrusions or
limitations.”?

The dichotomy of the non-threatening atheist propaganda against the backdrop of the
hardcore atheist doctrine is either reflective of an inner conflict among the atheists and agnostics
or a weak attempt to veil a clearly established system replacement religion, albeit one with a
leftist social and political platform.

Since these beliefs lack any positive evidential support, while aggressively positioning
different belief systems against each other politically, not just ideologically, the religion of

modern atheism is a potentially dangerous kind. These statements reflect the clear dactylogram
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of activism, scientism, social bias, and certainly could be exemplified as the antithesis of free
thinking and free speech.

In his book, Seven Types of Atheism, author John Gray disagrees with the modern
atheistic propaganda and the ideology of the New Atheists. Gray considers modern atheism as
nothing more than a “transmutation” of Christianity. He rejects the claim that culture or the
human condition can be seen through a homogeneous interpretation. Gray is also against
“progress” as defined by atheists as “an avatar of a religious idea of redemption.” Although
progress is legitimate in science and technology, in his opinion negative aspects of humanity in
the areas of ethics and politics simply have new disguises. His most significant example is
regarding imperialism, which “revives itself as a liberationist regime.”

Gray’s third type of atheism is science itself. However, in Gray’s perspective, “human
evolutionism, the illegitimate offspring of Darwinism, applied natural selection to the
interpretation of human development.” In essence, atheists replace one deity with another: the
replacement being an idealistic, carbon-based specter of redemption and meaning.

The God of monotheism did not die, it only left the scene for a while in order to

reappear as humanity — the human species dressed up as a collective agent, pursuing its

self-realization in history. But, like the God of monotheism, humanity is the work of the

imagination. The only observable humanity is the multitudinous human animal, with its

conflicting goals, values, and ways of life. As an object of worship, this fractious species
has some disadvantages.*?!

Gray continues his attack on atheist tenets by questioning the faith in the concept of a

human species as Marx’s communal workers,'?? or Mill’s autonomous individuals,'?® or
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Nietszche’s Ubermench.'?* “None of these fantastical creatures have been seen by human eyes.
A truly human species remains as elusive as any deity. Humanity is the deus absconditus of
modern atheism.”*?

Gray questions whether a truly freethinking atheist would challenge the prevailing faith
in humanity, but he expressed doubt that there is any chance this community would give up
their “reverence for this phantom.” Gray suggests, “Without the faith that they stand at the head
of an advancing species, they could hardly go on. Only by immersing themselves in such
nonsense can they make sense of their lives. Without it, they face panic and despair.”1%

Gray’s final assault of modern atheism in general (certainly the New Atheism in
particular) is that the ideology is simply a continuation of monotheism; the difference being, the
god who has dominion over the new monotheism is humanity itself.

Hence, the unending succession of God-surrogates, such as humanity and science,

technology, and the all-too-human vision of transhumanism. But there is no need for

panic or despair. Belief and unbelief are poses the mind adopts in the face of an
unimaginable reality.?’

The virtue framework of the apostate seems to be moral relativism, the antithesis of
moral objectivity. Regardless of the note of legitimate intent in its counterintuitive label, moral

relativism is chaos, which gives the false impression of order, influence, and ownership to the

observer only because it establishes order in their own mind (locally). Still, it cannot extend

product of manipulative or distorting external forces, to be in this way independent. John Stuart Mill, On
Liberty (New York: Norton, 1975).
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beyond local (to universal) because everyone else is doing the same thing. The political left
addresses this worldview “influence gap” by a fascist enforcement of groupthink*?® by
eliminating free speech and establishing a common enemy (the political right in particular, or
anyone who challenges their flawed philosophy, in general).*?°

If someone remains in the circle of groupthink, they are “safe” from attack. As a
member of the group, the false impression of freedom from personal responsibility is also
pandered. The group can attack any perceived encroachment on its moral boundary domain by
claiming oppression and attempted theft of “freedom” of the group. The thought being, if the
members of the group have a perceived personal benefit of the issue, the personal benefit
overrides any challenge to the issue, including moral. If one extends outside of that thought
boundary, they are attacked and demonized not for only their worldview, but for their deviation
from the group narrative. This is the tactic of so-called “social justice warriors” who claim a
fight against racism by using racists tactics themselves, such as claims of white privilege; or a
fight against oppression by using tactics of pure anarchy such as looting, murder, and other
forms of blatant violence.'*®

The major problem for those who claim the Christian label but who espouse clearly non-
biblical ideology, centers on biblical doctrine. A Christian is someone who gives lordship of

their life to Jesus Christ and His truth, which is recorded in biblical Scripture. It is not
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theologically possible to reconcile the conflict between the sanctity of life, marriage, and
biblical morality with modern social concepts embraced by the political left unless one works to
skew the interpretation of the bible through a cultural lens. Leftist “Christians” rationalize this
conflict by attempting to reduce biblical commands to a relativistic state, affixing the label of
fundamentalist as a pejorative to modern biblical believers, and by challenging interpretation or
applicability of the ancient text to today’s “advanced society.” This is particularly common
among pro-gay religious scholars, as an example.**!

The modern Christian must realize that the only way to use the Bible, recognized as the
authoritative, transmitted Word of God, is as a lens to evaluate culture. If one breaks from
teaching Scripture established by traditional doctrine and guided by the Holy Spirit, he or she is
using culture as a lens to view the Bible (Colossians 2:8) This is the only way to justify ideas of
moral relativity.

Jordan Peterson believes that we have lost this focus on the Bible and on Christ, whom
Peterson argues is the archetypical ideal man and perfect source of objectives truths. This
ultimately establishes Jesus as the basis of an ideal worldview. The “Word become flesh” is the
substantiation of this truth (the Logos) with humanity so we can act out this worldview. This is
the fundamental, historical, moral basis of western culture.

Peterson believes we will not survive without it, suggesting that while atheists and leftist
suggest they are evidentialist regarding the state of the world today, they fail miserably in

intellectually demonstrating a cohesive and positively influential structure to their ideology.

Moral relativism may give personal satisfaction, but it does so at the destruction of
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society. This is what Nietzsche meant when he said, ‘God is dead, and we have killed
him, and they will never be enough water to wash off the blood.” He predicted that
millions of people would die in the 20th century as a result of Communist ideology.

132
Peterson further noted the loss of a strong moral cultural foundation, lamenting the fact
that western society has come unmoored from truth and objectivity. “We oscillate from the
radical right (hyper-order) to the radical left (hyper-chaos). We have nothing to keep us
centered. What we need to keep us centered is the Logos. Whether they know it or not, it’s the
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The Deconverted Reflect Vulnerability
There are four distinct categories of religious identity that reflect the nature and depth of
religious commitment. For the purposes of this paper, the four categories include:
1) The Churched (divided into two subgroups)
2) The Seeker
3) The Unchurched
4) The Nones
Among regular church attendees who self-describe as Christian, this research has
identified two clear ideological subgroups. These subgroups have different personal political
and social perspectives, a tendency to interpret scripture differently, and a different level of
appreciation for key tenets of Christian practice. These groups will be subcategorized

religiously as 1) Conservative and 2) Liberal.
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Chart 3 delineates the general profile of each group. Due to the thesis of this paper, the
attention will be drawn to the Church Liberal.

Profile
The Church The Church The Seeker The The Nones
Conservative Liberal Unchurched
Consistent across Inconsistent across | Evidence of reason, Evidence of Strong theologically
all ideological religious, social, purpose, value, and relevance positive arguments
pillars (theological, | and political pillars meaning and weak negative
political, arguments
sociological)
Strong theological Weak theological Theological and Majority theist, but Generally anti-
presuppositions presuppositions utility beliefs, no belief in utility theistic beliefs
seeking right of religion
spiritual “home”
God-centric life Culture-centric life God-centric life Generally, culture- Self-centric life
purpose purpose with strong | purpose with utility | centric life purpose purpose
utility beliefs emphasis with no utility
appreciation
Low risk of Highest risk of Low risk of Lower risk of Apostates or
apostacy, unless apostacy, apostacy due to apostasy but unbelievers
experiential resentment of appreciation of apathetic to
conservative “utility” of religion religiosity due to
grounding of perceived lack of
biblical authority relevance and low
level of Christian
resentment
Apologetics Approach
The Church The Church The Seeker The The Nones
Conservative Liberal Unchurched
Maturation, Reinforcement of | Evidence of reason, Evidence of Strong theologically
education, and potentially weak purpose, value, and relevance positive arguments
confirmation of presuppositions meaning and weak negative
theology arguments
Defense against Ideological Alignment of Unconvinced of Apathy or anti-
spiritual warfare. ammunition against | instinctive morality religious utility. theistic.
cultural with societal
bombardment morality
Chart 3




Among the theistic groups represented in Chart 3 (the Church Conservative, the Church
Liberal, The Seeker, and The Unchurched) most of the Christian apostates in the research for
this paper originated from the Church Liberal group. In examining the characteristics of this
group, the Church Liberal has the ideological profile which suggests they are most vulnerable to
a theological presuppositional shift. Among members of this group, as observed during the
interviews, there is a distinct prioritization of culture over tenets of traditional Christianity.
There is a perception that the concept of morality has evolved over time, relegating the moral
framework of the past to the rubbish heap of the antiquated, the obsolete, and the intellectually
inferior. For example, modern social themes carry more weight with this group than does
biblical authority, due to a perception that the evolution of cultural memes provides a more
morally relevant foundation for the complexities of modern society than ideologies which have
a long term historical and traditional basis, although admittedly relevant for their bygone time.

Knox’s Sacro-egoism work describes this group accurately—one that he labels as Sacro-
Egoists. Knox explains the evolution of theological thought in Western history, shifting from
authority being recognized in the church and religious leaders (Sacro-Clericalism) to a basis of
thought where the individual assumes the greatest authority (Sacro-Egoism).

The Sacro-Egoists, using Knox’s nomenclature (a.k.a. the Churched Liberal as labeled
above) have weak theological, biblical, and presuppositional foundations. Knox explains the
basis of this ideological shift beginning in the nineteenth century:

The role of the individual, the self, was elevated more than ever before and self-reliance

was glamorized, epitomized, and utilized in society — even until the present. Liberal

theologians sought to anchor their faith in common human experience and interpret it in
ways that made sense in the modern worldview.***
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This perspective not only tarries today but has been celebrated and advanced by the liberal wing
of the twenty first century Christian church due to their embrace of social trends and memes.

Regardless of the desire for community, purpose, and meaning interpreted by the
church, the top of the Sacro-egoist personal hierarchy of values is self, which explains why they
find such intellectual comfort in the confines of liberal/leftist political ideology; an ideology
also based on self, certainly not on the transcendent, and certainly not on Christ. Thus, their
cognitive dissonance is genuine, uncomfortable, and seeks resolution.

For these people, resolution of their dissonance is as simple as a presuppositional shift
away from God as a reality in the universe. All internal ideological tension vanishes in this
single decision; or so they claim. In the trade-off they gain the acceptance of postmodern
culture, of the broadcast media, of the university, of the music industry, of the Hollywood elite,
of social media, of the prevailing thought in corporate America, and of the loudest and most
aggressive antagonists in society.

One key point of tension that the former Christians experienced is centered on the claim
that objective morality only exists if God exists. From a secular socio-political perspective,
Psychologist Jonathan Haidt provides further clarity on the distinctive personal perspectives on
the concept of morality, or to be specific, on the judgement between “right” and “wrong.”**® In
his research, which corresponds with the interview assessments for this paper, there was a
distinctive difference of values between politically liberal and politically conservative
participants. The liberal participants placed a higher value on foundations of care and fairness,

with greater rejection of foundations of loyalty, authority, and sanctity. Conservative research
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participants had a similar level of appreciation for care and fairness, but also respected the
foundations of loyalty, authority, and sanctity.

The Socio-theological conclusion is that the politically conservative Christian will be
less vulnerable to societal and cultural winds of change because Christianity, the Bible, and the
role of the corporate Church has value, meaning, and purpose as a stable and respected
foundation of objective morality in their lives. However, the politically liberal Christian
provides intellectually fertile soil for the seeds of cultural propaganda wrapped in the
appearance of morality and ethics, regardless of the reality of its evil substrate.

Theologically, for the Christian deconvert, the trade-off is much more dire and grim.
They seem to favor trading the transcendent for the material and the relevant—the immediate
satisfaction of a syringe filled with false hope and meaning due to its immediate “high” of
subjective truth and perceived relevance. Sadly (or ironically), they do not immediately
recognize the side effects from the conversion.

It is apparent that the Christian deconverts feel that they only lose Jesus, a character in a
collection of children’s fables. They only lose a promise from antiquity. They only lose a basis
of wishful thinking. They only lose a belief in something unseen. They only lose an outdated
and error-filled book. They only lose a reputation of being judgmental and hypocritical. So, why
not make the shift? The gain is perceived much greater than the loss and consequently, their
cognitive dissonance dissolves. However, it is apparent that even they sense that something else
is askew — and a difference sort of cognitive dissonance is borne.

They may be angry at the church, or at Christians, or at God Himself, but there is
something regarding humanity’s inner search for righteousness that drives them to seek it

elsewhere. The Bible speaks of this explicitly as humanity anxiously attempting to flee the spirit



of God (Ephesians 2:10, Psalm 139:7-8). Psychologists are now finding evidence where the
brain seems hard-wired for this search and even reacts differently once religious thoughts are
embraced.'® Of course, atheists do not acknowledge this inner yearning as a search for God;
however, it is apparent from this research that the inner voice never ceases to summon, in spite
of intellectual rejection.

Most of the participants in this research recognized some aspects of the utility of
religion. Psychologist Malcolm Paul Cameron based his doctoral thesis on the topic of
deconversion for the University of British Columbia’s Psychology department. Regarding the
participants retrospective on fundamentalist Christianity, the deconverts acknowledged a certain
emotional and relational appeal which addressed the natural longings of human beings. Its
attraction includes the fact that the offer of community extends to those already converted, in
the process of converting, as well as to non-converted seekers.

Evangelical fundamentalism appeals to people because of its built-in ‘family oriented'

and welcoming presence grounded in the belief that people are special, that they are

persons of worth and significance due to being created in the image of God, that they
matter to the Christian community at large, that God has a special plan of their lives, and
that their purposes here on earth can be more easily recognized, understood, and acted
out in the context of knowing God while being a part of His special people who do His
special work. Evangelical fundamentalism places great emphasis on the traditional
nuclear family and opposes anything that might be a threat to maintaining this particular
model and approach to faith and life.

Ideological alternatives to Christianity, certainly non-theistic alternatives, engage in a
continual pursuit of relativistic principles that form a construct of ethics, attempting to identify
or balance the “best” of ideologies which may even outright contradict on certain levels. The

doctrine of the Universalist Unitarian church is an example of such an entanglement of ideals.

This religion is simultaneously a religion of all religions and a religion of no religion. They state
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no formal creed but believe there is some truth in all religions. They claim a “free and
responsible search for truth and meaning;” yet, they make no formal stance on the definition,
source, or basis of such truth. The apostle Paul describes the balancing of disparate ideologies
as one carrying around a dead carcass (Romans 7: 24).13 Those people must find redemption
elsewhere if they do not accept it from Christ and the only way to accept Christ’s redemption is
to lay down the burden of the dead carcass of self (Matthew 16:24).

While interviewees used the words, “peace” and “freedom,” in describing their post-
deconversion mindset, it was unclear if that sentiment reflected reality or their aspiration. Some
comments suggested the latter. One apostate said she now fears death, whereas she never did
before. Two people broke down crying during our interview as they discussed their
deconversion. One person stated that they missed the sense of confidence about the hereafter
that they enjoyed as a Christian. Many were angry. A few were despondent. All were obviously
deeply affected by their transition. Author and Psychologist John S. Brent suggests the post-
deconversion psychological trauma can sometimes become clinically significant.**

The twenty-first century Christian church must understand that there are individuals
experiencing such psychological conflict in their congregation today. They sit in the same pews
alongside members of twenty years. They may themselves be members of twenty years. There
are several questions that the modern Christian church must ask in dealing with the impact of

postmodern culture on the church body.
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Is apologetics at the core of the church curriculum of discipleship training? During
Christ’s temptation (Mathew 4:1-11; Luke 4:1-13), Satan explicitly attacked three fundamental
weaknesses of the human character. These can be general characterized as Hedonism (the
pursuit of pleasure or self-indulgence—i.e., “Stones to be made into bread”), Materialism
(material possessions and physical comfort is more important than spiritual values—i.e. “All
these things | will give you”) and Egoism (self-interest is the foundation of morality—i.e.,
“Throw yourself down . . . and on their hands they will bear you up”).

The enemy of Christ is using these same intellectual lures today. There was not a single
exception of the research participants who did not claim one, if not all, of these concepts as
being at the top of their new hierarchy of values. The act of eliminating God from their belief

29 ¢¢

system was characterized as “eliminating hypocrisy,” “adding more peace,” and “eliminating
judgment” from their lives as a result.

Ultimately, for the deconverted Christian, the deal was accepted. Their souls were traded
for “pleasure” to be glorified, for “power” to be obtained, and for “proof” that indeed, they are
god. Christ’s response to these lies is as important today as it was 2000 years. Truth is found
only in God (Matthew 4:4; Luke 4:4). People need to trust God (Matthew 4:7; Luke 4:12).
People need to serve God (Matthew 4:10; Luke 4:8). These three elements define the primary
directive and presuppositions of the followers of Jesus Christ.

In leveraging Christ’s example, the church’s primary learning from this research is
regarding the vital importance of prioritizing presuppositional apologetics in discipleship and

outreach. Christ is the center of our system of belief, but if there is no God, there is no Father,

there is no Son, and there is no Savior. Not one of the research participants questioned the



existence of Jesus, but all of them, post deconversion, questioned the existence of God. Many of
them had done so for years, even during the time they claimed the label of “Christian.”

The modern church member is bombarded with anti-religious opinions, accusations, and
outright lies about virtually every aspect of the Christian worldview. Church leadership must
recognize the depth of this spiritual warfare and become more devoted to an aggressive plan to
inform, empower, and equip the parishioner. Comprehensive apologetics in defense of
transcendent presuppositions, the Bible, and the resurrection must be prioritized.

How much of the church’s schedule and budget goes toward community outreach?
Among atheists and those who have renounced their faith, the church is seen as a leader in
dispensing propaganda but not a leader in demonstrating Christ’s involvement with society.
Many of the interviewees joined atheist organizations after their deconversions specifically as
an outlet for their secular altruism. One deconvert who is an officer in a local atheist
organization explained:

Losing my mother (death due to illness) lit a fire under me to be a better person. If she

going to live on, | decided it must be through my life. | decided that | needed to be more

charitable and compassionate. Even as a Christian, I wasn’t doing it as much as my
mom. | am trying to make up for her being gone. | sought out an atheist group for
community service options which were not Christian based. Everything | had seen was
based on Christianity.

“Charitable” and “compassionate” are normally words associated with Christianity; yet
this interview participant associated them with atheistic community outreach. The atheist
community has established this strategy as a legitimate route for the atheist to prove that
although they do not recognize the existence of God, this tangible expression of compassion
proves they are not inherently evil but are in fact “good” people. Certainly, apostates are

attempting to find an alternative path to personal redemption through this action, but regardless

of the motivation, this is not an area where the church should be perceived as reluctant leaders.



According to a study by the Evangelical Christian Credit Union, most of the average
church budget (>85%) is on payroll, administration, and facilities. 3% (regardless of size) is
spent on children’s programs, 2% on adult programs and only 1% is spent on local, national,
and international benevolence.™*® This does not reflect an intense commitment for the church to
be a visible and active contributor to the community. In this battle, the atheist strategy may have
any opportunity to “walk the walk™ of concern for society while the perception of the church is
that it only “talks the talk.”

Is the Gospel being diluted to be more palatable to culture? The apostle Paul was
determined to keep his message in rigid synchronization with the same Gospel being preached
by the original disciples (Galatians 1:11-2:10). Paul wanted to make sure that his own memory,
intellect, perspective, or the influence of culture would not adulterate the truth of Jesus that he
was preaching. There is little evidence to support a similar concern in the pulpit of the average
Christian church in America today.

Most churches are in survival mode today due to the financial overhead of keeping the
doors open. Some 85% of churches in America today have less than 100 congregants and few
have ever spiked to 200.14° This forces pastors at these churches to be bivocational, simply to
provide for their family. As a result, church growth is a priority for purposes of fiscal survival.
There is certainly ample motivation to preach to accommodate “itching ears” (2 Timothy 4:3) if

one risks alienating half of congregants for political reasons and other congregants of self-
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professing “Christians” who question the authority of Scripture, certainly as it applies to
polemical topics in modern society.

There is motivation to soften the “sales-pitch,” to sound more seeker-sensitive and
preach a feel-good gospel of prosperity. This strategy tries to focus on God only, because Christ
is too controversial. It cuts out the Old Testament because it is too tough to defend
apologetically and besides, the God of the Old Testament is mean and angry.'*! Adopt the
framework of Social Justice; it places the church in the good graces of the postmodernists. The
concept of “sin” is a prohibited topic; modern society suggests one should embrace one’s
current self, as is.

A young pastor would be tempted to follow this formula to have a decent chance to
grow their church and increase the coffers; but that is not what Christian leaders are called to
do. In what is seen as an exhortation to every minister of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, Paul
proclaims to Timothy:

| charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and

the dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom. Preach the word; be ready in season

and out of season; reprove, rebuke, and exhort, with complete patience and teaching.

For the time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching but having itching

ears, they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions and will

turn away from listening to the truth and wander off into myths. As for you, always be
sober-minded, endure suffering, do the work of an evangelist, fulfill your ministry.

This is the Gospel of Jesus Christ, as stated in | Corinthians 15; Christ defeated death in

remission for our sins. If the church does not preach Jesus, the church is not preaching the

Gospel. If the church does not preach the resurrection, the need for humanity’s remission of sin,
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or the Divinity of Christ, the church is not preaching the Gospel. As a result of Jesus’s divinity,
His word is true. Jesus considered Scripture as being the Word of God. If the church does not
preach the authenticity of Scripture, the church is not preaching the Gospel.

If the Bible is the Word of God, then the commands and directives included therein are
directly inspired by God. Those commands include honoring the sanctity of life (Jeremiah 1:5;
Psalm 139: 13-16; Matthew 5: 21-22), marriage as being between a man and a women (Genesis
1:27, 28; Mark 10:6-9; Ephesians 5:28, 33; Hebrews 13:4), salvation by faith alone, in God
alone (Ephesians 2:8-9; Galatians 2:16; Romans 3:28), love for your fellow man (John 15:12; |
John 4:20; | Peter 2:17), and keeping Christ as the center of your life (Proverbs 3:5-6; Galatians
2:20; Philippians 1: 20-21).

These commands and directives are inconvenient truths to modern society but this an
example of the Bible being sharper than a two-edged sword, penetrating the joints and marrow,
judging the thoughts and attitudes of the heart of humanity (Hebrews 4:12). Regardless of the
changing winds of society, the leftist influence on culture, or the inconvenience of the message
not being acceptable to itching ears, if the church preaches anything short of, exclusive of, or
some variation of the above, the church is not preaching the legitimate Gospel of Jesus Christ.
Evangelist Leonard Ravenhill explains:

Someone now warns us lest we become so heavenly minded that we are of no earthly

use. Brother, this generation of believers is not, by and large, suffering from such a

complex. The brutal, soul-shaking truth is that we are so earthly minded that we are of

no heavenly use.

In this hour, when the average church knows more about promotion than prayer, has

forgotten consecration by fostering competition, and has substituted propaganda for
propagation.4?
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In the spiritual warfare against the modern church, the Christian is leaving their main
weapons in the barracks. Prayer is devalued across all segments of church membership. If it is
reducing in frequency; it is certainly reducing in benefit and influence. Prayer is the vehicle to
directly commune with Him (Philippians 4:6-7; James 5:6; Matthew 21:22; Romans 12:12). If
God is God and people truly recognize this fact, the church must reestablish the priority of
prayer. Ravenhill continues:

No man is greater than his prayer life. The pastor who is not praying is playing; the

people who are not praying are straying. We have many organizers, but few agonizers;

many players and payers, few prayers; many singers, few clingers; lots of pastors, few
wrestlers; many fears, few tears; much fashion, little passion; many interferers, few
intercessors; many writers, but few fighters. Failing here, we fail everywhere.#

The church has lost its understanding of the power of prayer because the church has lost
its expectation of supernatural intervention by God. The claim of the godless is that unless God
answers every prayer, exactly how people ask for it, in the time people expect it, then He either
does not care, or He does not exist. While the unbeliever denies the power and the benefit, the

church has no excuse and must reestablish this path to God. The greatest tool the Christian

church has in this age of spiritual warfare is the power of prayer.

Conclusion
There is evidence of the societal utility of Christianity, void of its transcendent
substructure, having substantive and recognizable benefit. It provides a hyperlinked text written
record to explain and defend objective truth, a historical record of positive influence on society,
a collection of inspiring poetic literature, a psychologically impactful toolset, and a life-altering

message of hope, meaning, and moral redemption—all while providing a framework for cross-
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cultural interpretation and adoption. There is nothing among the non-theistic worldviews that
has any sort of potential for a similar universal impact or influence. Islam has grown via
intimidation and threat of death for apostacy. Christianity grew despite threat of death.
However, stripping Christianity of its Divine authorship is not even a reasonable intellectual
table-top exercise.

The power of Christianity is based solely on the Divine authorship and Divine authority.
If Jesus Christ is not the Son of God and if He was not bodily resurrected, then the Christian
faith is in vain (1 Corinthians 5:14). Christianity is particularly unique regarding its powerful
collective basis of claims, evidence, and influence. Yet, it remains the most falsifiable system of
belief in history.

Only God can give relevance to truth for a creation separated by distance, culture,
ideology, and experiences. Humanity can only establish a subjective version of truth, driven by
our limited perspectives from our unique corner of the physical and intellectual world; but that
source of truth, that god, is feeble and proven inadequate. Humanity can only establish a god in
its own image—a god demonstrated throughout history that it is severely immoral, unscalable,
unreliable, minimally influential, and finite. Only through willful blindness would one grant
deity to such a flawed fantasy.

The atheist is not simply ambivalent to the concept of Christianity; they are angry and
fearful. However, they struggle in explaining why fear a simple phantom. They claim God is a
myth; yet they rail against Him, personally. While the atheists argue vehemently about the
definitional variations of the brands of atheism, agnosticism, and anti-theism, after comparing

their new worldview and beliefs from the research for this paper, there is little separation in the



ideological basis of the three labels. Atheists and their ideological cousins do not just reject
God; they despise the idea of God. One wonders why.

If God exists, then humanity is accountable. If God exists, then objective morality exists.
If God exists, then the atheist, as the rest of humanity, is culpable. The atheist has no evidence
against God; they simply hate the implications of His existence. The only way they know to
escape the truth is to suppress it. While they reject the prospect of life having true meaning, they
are now committed to experience what it feels like to have none.

The Christian deconvert renounces their religious faith and their recognition of God; yet
evidence suggests they are threatened by what they now label as a fairytale. They attack what
they once embraced. They impugn what they once revered, regardless of the fact that they have
no positive proof for their new religion — certainly no positive proof of its authority.

From the interview responses and the meta-analysis of scholarly research on this topic,
the reason becomes evident; the atheists have a reason to hate God. One cannot establish
objective morality without God.*** One cannot ground the concepts of good and evil without
God. And one cannot escape accountability from God. They exist as a creature of His creation
in a universe of His creation with a purpose of His creation; that being, to develop a relationship
personal relationship with them. They mistakenly believe they can escape His providence much
in the way one believes they can escape their own shadow on a bright sunny day. They cannot
escape it, at least in this realm, nor disprove the truth, and as a result, the best they can do is
hate it.

There are great questions for humanity which atheists are not only incapable, but loath

to provide an answer. What is meaning? What is purpose? Who is God? The Roman Governor
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Pontius Pilate met with Jesus to better understand why the Jewish leaders wanted him to be
prosecuted (John 18: 38), Pilate ended their dialogue with the same question: “What is truth?”
Humanity continues to ask this question two thousand years later.

The atheist attempts to avoid these questions because they are fearful of the answers.
They pretend these abstract concepts are not relevant, but that perspective simply reflects
intellectual laziness. Where would science be today if it were not for the early pioneers of the
discipline being motivated to find answers to those questions? They suggest science can
answers these questions, but that statement goes against the very definition of the scientific
process. Besides, as God has written the moral law on our hearts, He has also embedded a
yearning to those questions.

This research has demonstrated that the Christian deconvert is more devoted to anger at
God than they are prepared to litigate His presence. Given the lack of evidence, in which they
claim intellectual asylum in suggesting they have no burden of evidence, they fall back to a line
of defense of why God is immoral and not worthy of worship. The inescapable conclusion is
this; if God exists, humanity is accountable for their life choices. If God does not exist, we are
our own god.

As scary as this premise may be, it is complicated by the fact that we have deemed
ourselves to be fine, just the way they are. If atheism is true, morality is not a topic for
expansion, for maturation, or for exploration. If atheism is true, humanity’s flawed perspective
of relationship, of self, of sexuality, of morality, of purpose, of meaning, is simply fine the way
it is. We push for progress in every academic area except the study of morality. From a moral

perspective, the culture suggests stagnation is desirable, healthier, and kinder. Murder the



unborn, silence those that disagree with you, and the ultimate measure of truth is if one “feels”
good about it.

We love the truth when it flatters us. We hate the truth when it exposes us. Morality is a
condition tied to truth. It is a tool solely designed for the advanced study of Self. It is a mirror,
not a microscope. To the non-Christian, it offers an inconvenient truth which all attempt to
escape, but they find no amnesty.

The Christian deconvert attempts to feign escape by challenging God’s existence, yet
they, in their hearts, know this is fallacy; therefore, they remain threatened. They then try to
assault God’s character, but they lack a sword that is sufficiently forged with an ability to divide
good and evil. On what basis do we define those parameters and more importantly, if God fails
that test, how does humanity possibly survive that degree of evaluation?

The learning from this research is not limited to the apostate. Today’s church wants to
be raptured from responsibility. It is the same with modern culture. We are in search of a
religion and a god who serves us; and in finding that god, we can be relived of accountability
and responsibility. Satan is selling the same hollow deal he offered to Jesus Christ two thousand
years ago. A person can become God. There are eager buyers of this snake oil in the streets of
twenty-first century society — and shockingly, there are eager buyers of this snake oil in the
pews of the twenty-first century church.

The toughest challenge for the modern apologist may indeed be the deconverted
Christian; but that reality need not be intimidating. The Christian apologist is the messenger, not
the Redeemer; the follower of Christ is an extension of life and light in the midst of darkness,
not the Life-giver. As we mature in this spiritual discipline of giving reason for the faith, we

must keep one fact in mind: the greatest apologetic for any tough theological challenge is not



purely grounded in persuasive argument, but rather, it is grounded in how effectively and

sincerely Jesus Christ is exalted in our lives.
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