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Advance Praise for Godless

“I think Godless is fabulous. It came on Friday, and I
 spent much of the weekend reading it. It was a revelation to me.
 Others have made the journey (‘faith to reason,’ childhood to
 adulthood, fantasy to reality, intoxication to sobriety—however
 one likes to put it), but I don’t think anyone can match the
 (devastating!) clarity, intensity, and honesty which Dan Barker
 brings to the telling. And the tone is right all the way through—
 not belligerent or confrontational (as is the case with so much, too
 much, of the literature on this subject—on both sides).
 I think Godless may well become a classic in its genre.”

—OLIVER SACKS
 author of Musicophilia: Tales of Music and the Brain

 

“Atheists are the last of the minorities in America
 to come out of the closet, and like other civil rights movements
 this one began with leaders like Dan Barker and his Freedom
 from Religion Foundation defending the civil liberties of godless
 Americans, who deserve equal protection under the Constitution.
 In his new book, Godless, Barker recounts his journey from
 evangelical preacher to atheist activist, and along the way
 explains precisely why it is not only okay to be an atheist,
 it is something of which to be proud.”

—MICHAEL SHERMER
 publisher of Skeptic magazine, monthly columnist for
 Scientific American, author of How We Believe,
 Why Darwin Matters, and The Mind of the Market

 

“Conversions on the road to Damascus are for those
 who hear voices and fall prey to delusions and who would be better
 off seeking professional help. Much more valuable in the human
 story are the reflections of intelligent and ethical people who listen
 to the voice of reason and who allow it to vanquish bigotry and
 superstition. This book is a classic example of the latter.”

—CHRISTOPHER HITCHENS
 author of God Is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything

  

“My kids are in the process of learning about literature,
 and a rule of thumb they’ve picked up concerns how to
 recognize the protagonist of a story: It’s the character who 
undergoes the greatest transformation. This makes sense, because
 one of the hardest things we confront is the need to change.
 By this criterion, in the enormous story of what we all do with
 our lives, Dan Barker is one of the most interesting and brave
 protagonists I know. Godless is a fascinating memoir, a tour of one
 distressing extreme of religiosity, a handbook for debunking theism.
 But most of all, it is a moving testimonial to one man’s emotional
 and intellectual rigor in acclaiming critical thinking.”

—ROBERT SAPOLSKY
 author of Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers:
 An Updated Guide to Stress, Stress-Related Diseases and Coping

 

“Dan Barker’s esteemed reputation is richly deserved.
 I recommend getting three copies. You will need one as
 a source of evidence to which you will frequently refer. There
 will be miles and miles of underlining as you mark the pages
 of special interest to you. You will need your second to lend to
 others. You will be enthusiastic about this book, and you will
 want to share its wisdom with family and friends. Others will
 likewise want to share it, and the book will never be returned
 to you. Finally, you will want a third copy to be in pristine
 condition on your bookshelf, since Dan Barker has created 
a volume which will only grow in its historical significance.”

—DAVID MILLS
 author of Atheist Universe

 

“This book profoundly affected me. It’s funny, and poignant,
 and most importantly, true! You must read this book.”

—JULIA SWEENEY
 comedian, actress, Saturday Night Live alum
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Foreword

It isn’t difficult to work out that religious fundamentalists are deluded—those people who think the entire universe began after the agricultural revolution; people who believe literally that a snake, presumably in fluent Hebrew, beguiled into sin a man fashioned from clay and a woman grown from him as a cutting: people who find it self-evident that the origin myth that happened to dominate their own childhood trumps the thousands of alternative myths sprung from all the dreamtimes of the world. It is one thing to know that these faith-heads are wrong. My mistake has been naively to think I can remove their delusion simply by talking to them in a quiet, sensible voice and laying out the evidence, clear for all to see. It isn’t as easy as that. Before we can talk to them, we must struggle to understand them; struggle to enter their seized minds and empathize. What is it really like to be so indoctrinated that you can honestly and sincerely believe obvious nonsense—believe it with every fiber of your being?

Just as Helen Keller was able to tell us from the inside what it was like to be blind and deaf, so there are rare individuals who have broken the bonds of fundamentalist indoctrination and are also gifted with the articulate intelligence to tell the rest of us what it was like. Some of these memoirs promise much but end up disappointing. Ed Husain’s  The Islamist gives a good picture of what it is like to be a decent young man gradually sucked in, step by step, to the mental snake pit of radical Islamism. But Husain doesn’t give us a feeling for what it is really like, on the inside, to believe passionately in arbitrary nonsense. And even at the end of the story, when he has escaped from jihadism, it is only the political extremism that he abjures: he seems even now not to have shaken off his childhood belief in Islam itself. Faith still lurks, and one fears for the author that he remains vulnerable. Ayaan Hirsi Ali’s Infidel  is a fascinating and moving account of her escape from the singular  oppression that is a woman’s lot under Islam (and “under” is the right word), including the unspeakable barbarism of genital mutilation. But even at her most devout, she was never the kind of zealot who goes around preaching and actively seeking victims to convert. Again, her book doesn’t really help the reader to understand mental possession by religious delusion. The most eloquent witness of internal delusion that I know—a triumphantly smiling refugee from the zany, surreal world of American fundamentalist Protestantism—is Dan Barker.

Barker is now one of American secularism’s most talented and effective spokespeople—together with his delightful partner (in all senses of the word) Annie Laurie Gaylor. Dan, to put it mildly, was not always thus. He has a truly remarkable tale to tell of his personal history and breakout from the badlands of religious fundamentalism. He was in it right from the start, up to his ears. Dan was not just a preacher, he was the kind of preacher that “you would not want to sit next to on a bus.” He was the kind of preacher who would march up to perfect strangers in the street and ask them if they were saved: the kind of door-stepper on whom you might be tempted to set the dogs. Dan knows deeply what it is like to be a wingnut, a faith-head, a fully paid-up nutjob, an all singing, all glossolaling religious fruit bat. He can take us—simultaneously laughing and appalled—into that bat-belfry world and even make us sympathize. But he also knows what it is like to stumble upon the unaccustomed pleasure of thinking for oneself, without help from anybody else, right in the teeth of opposition from what was then his entire social world. The socially unacceptable habit of thinking led him directly to realize that his entire life so far had been a time-wasting delusion. All by himself, he came to his senses—in a big way. Unusually, he has the verbal skills and the intelligence and the sensitivity to tell us the whole story, step by painful—and yet exhilarating—step.

His account of his early indoctrination into his parents’ fundamentalist sect, his unquestioning faith in the literal truth of every word of it, his disturbingly easy facility in “saving” souls, his successful career as a preacher and musician and composer for Jesus, is riveting. Even more fascinating is the process by which the doubts set in and gradually multiplied in that intelligent but naive young mind. Then there is the pathos with which he tells of the interregnum period when he was already a convinced atheist, but could not quite bring himself to leave the church of which he was a minister—mostly because this was the  only life he knew, and he found it hard to face the world outside, or confront his family with the truth. As so often where there is pathos, comedy is not far behind, and there is a sort of dismal comedy in the responses of Dan’s religious friends when he finally announced his atheism. In all the many letters he received, not one offered any kind of reason why atheistic beliefs might actually be wrong. Perhaps the funniest example is that of the Rev. Milton Barfoot, who said to Dan’s brother, in apparently honest bafflement, “But, isn’t Dan afraid of hell?” No, Reverend, Dan doesn’t believe in hell anymore, that’s one of the things about being an atheist, you see.

Dan’s delay, after he became an atheist and before he resigned from the ministry, carries the likely implication that there are lots more clergymen out there who have ridden the same course as Dan but shied at the final fence: reverend atheists who dare not jump from the only way they know to make a living, dare not lose their ticket to respect in the limited society in which they move—their big fish-hood in a very small pond. How hard must that be to give up? Fascinatingly, since the publication of his previous book, Losing Faith in Faith, Dan Barker himself has become a kind of secret rallying post for large numbers of now faith-free but still pusillanimous clerics. Like a kind of atheistic father confessor, Dan is a magnet for the disillusioned clergy. As a good confessor, he will not betray their confidence as individuals, but there is nothing to stop him from telling their story in a general way and, once again, there’s comedy mixed in with the pathos.

Dan Barker’s own confessor is each reader of this book, and it is hard not to revel in the role. It is hard to disavow the exultation as Dan breaks the shackles, and even more so when he is later joined in unbelief by the parents who had been responsible for his original religious fervor, and by one of his two brothers. It wasn’t that he turned his preaching skills on his family in reverse, and worked hard to deconvert them. Rather, it simply had never occurred to any of the family that being an atheist was even an option. As soon as they had the example of Dan before them, to show that a decent and good person could be a non-believer, they started thinking for themselves about the real issues and it didn’t take them long to reach the obvious conclusion. In his mother’s case, it only took her a few weeks to conclude that “religion is a bunch of baloney” and a little later she was able to add, happily, “I don’t have to hate anymore.” Dan’s father and one of his two brothers followed  a similar course. The other brother remains a born again Christian. Perhaps one day he too will see the light.

Deconversion stories occupy only the opening chapters of this book. Just as Dan’s religiously doped youth gave way to a more fulfilled maturity, so later chapters of his book move on, and give us the generous reflections of a mature atheist. Dan Barker’s road from Damascus will, I predict, become well trodden by many others in the future, and this book is destined to become a classic of its kind.

—Richard Dawkins

The Richard Dawkins Foundation For Reason & Science

www.RichardDawkinsFoundation.org

 

The Official Richard Dawkins Website

www.RichardDawkins.net








Introduction

The first time I ever spoke publicly about my atheism was on Oprah Winfrey’s AM Chicago television show. That was in 1984 and less than nine months earlier I had been preaching the gospel to appreciative audiences. Now here I was, about to attack everything I had once professed. I was nervous. I had been on television before as a Christian musician, but this was entirely different.

Anne and Annie Laurie Gaylor of the Freedom From Religion Foundation (the first atheist friends I had ever knowingly met) handled the first segment of the show, discussing atheism. After the commercial, the camera pointed to me and the lights came up.

“Joining me now,” said Oprah, “is a former ordained minister of 17 years who gave up his religion: Dan Barker. So, tell me your story, Dan, the ex-reverend.”

“I was one of those guys who would walk up to you on the street and tell you about Jesus Christ,” I began, “and would convince you to say the sinner’s prayer, would convince you that you were a sinner deserving of damnation, tell you about Jesus’ love, read the bible to you and pray with people like yourself. I was an evangelist and I loved the gospel, the calling of the ministry—and I’ve changed my mind.”

“What made you change your mind, Dan?”

“I could give a little levity,” I said. “In 30 years of going to church and being a preacher, I never got to sleep in on Sunday mornings.” [laughter]

“Well, Dan, for goodness sake! Sleep in on Saturday!” Oprah quipped. “But what is the real reason? You woke up one morning and you said—what?”

“No, for me it was a five-year struggle. I was always in love with reason, and intelligence, and truth. I thought Christianity had the truth. I really believed it. I dedicated my life to it.”

“When did you become a Christian?” Oprah interrupted. “When you were a little boy?”

“I was raised in church, but at the age of 15 I dedicated my life to Jesus Christ. I accepted a calling of God on my life to be a minister, to be an evangelist, and at that age I went out and started sharing. I went to the mountains and jungles of Mexico to share my faith for years. I traveled the United States, standing in parks and on street corners, telling people about Jesus’ love. A 15-year-old evangelist.”

“I know,” Oprah said. “I did it in the third grade. I understand.”

“And I really haven’t changed. I’m still searching for intelligence and reason and values, and I still love the truth. I’m still the same person, the same minister who wants to know what is real and what is true, and I have decided that the evidences for Christianity are not solid evidences. The bible is an unreliable document, and it is a very uninspiring document. My heart cannot accept what my mind rejects.”

“And you have decided what? There is no God?”

“I am an atheist.”

“You went for 17 years as a minister to not believing in God! What does that say about you?”

“That I was wrong,” I replied.

The word “godless” is defined in the American Heritage Dictionary  as “1. Recognizing or worshiping no god. 2. Wicked, impious, immoral.” This equating of atheists with evil no doubt stems from the bible: “The fool hath said in his heart, There is no God. They are corrupt, they have done abominable works, there is none that doeth good...they are all gone aside, they are all together become filthy: there is none that doeth good, no, not one.” (Psalm 14:1-3)

It’s hard to believe that I used to preach that sermon. I now know that the bible and the dictionary are wrong. Atheists are not filthy, corrupt fools. Millions of good people live moral, happy, loving, meaningful lives without believing in a god.

Oprah said it was 17 years, but it was actually 19 years between my first sermon at the age of 15 and my last sermon at the age of 34. Part 1 of Godless, Rejecting God, tells the story of how I moved from devout preacher to atheist and beyond.

Part 2, Why I Am an Atheist, presents my philosophical reasons for unbelief. While Refuting God gives simple, thumbnail responses to most theistic arguments, Cosmological Kalamity (which you are welcome to  skim if philosophy is not your cup of tea) shows how I deal in depth with one of those arguments.

Part 3, What’s Wrong With Christianity, critiques the bible (its reliability as well as its morality) and the historical evidence for Jesus. Biblical Contradictions gives a brief list of discrepancies, but Understanding Discrepancy takes one of these into greater depth, showing that we skeptics are not simply rattling off shallow lists.

Part 4, Life is Good!, comes back to my personal story, taking a case to the United States Supreme Court, dealing with personal trauma and experiencing the excitement of Adventures in Atheism.

This is a great time to be an atheist. The polls show that “nonreligion” is the fastest growing religious identification in the United States. In Europe, after centuries of religious strife, most of the people are secular and the ornate churches are empty. That seems to be happening on this continent, too. The corner is slowly being turned. College students, as a group, are the least religious demographic in the nation. Hundreds of secular freethinking campus organizations are sprouting up as evidence of this impending—and I say welcome—change. The phenomenal success of atheist books such as Sam Harris’ The End of Faith, Daniel Dennett’s Breaking the Spell, Christopher Hitchens’ God is Not Great, Ayaan Hirsi Ali’s Infidel and Richard Dawkins’ international blockbuster, The God Delusion, shows that there is a hunger for reason, science and true human morality.

I am convinced there is also restlessness among the clergy and in the pews. (See the many former ministers and priests I talk about in Chapter 18.) My story is one example of what can happen when the superstitions of the past are put under the bright light of reason. I hope Godless will be helpful to atheists and agnostics who are looking for ways to talk with religious friends and relatives, but my real desire is that a Christian reader will finish this book and join us.

—Dan Barker

Freedom From Religion Foundation
 ffrf.org



A NOTE ON WORD USAGE

The style of this book is not to capitalize “bible” unless it is a specific bible, such as the King James Bible, or when it appears capitalized in a quote by a believer.








PART 1

Rejecting God





Chapter One

The Call

When I was 15 I received a “call to the ministry.” It happened one evening in late 1964 during a week of revival meetings at Anaheim Christian Center in Anaheim, California. This was during the start of the Charismatic Movement—a slightly more respectable and less frenetic Pentecostalism within mainline churches that today sports hundreds of independent churches and loose associations of congregations around the world, but at that time appeared as a wild, exciting, uncrystallized phenomenon that woke up a lot of dull congregations. My parents, after years of mostly fundamentalist Christianity, had gotten involved with the Charismatic Movement because they were attracted to the “living Gospel,” where the presence of God seemed more real, immediate and powerful than in traditional worship services.

The meetings at that “spirit-filled” church were intense, bursting with rousing music and emotional sermons. Believers did not sit passively praying in pews. Weeping worshippers waved their arms to heaven. Some fell prostrate to the floor, in submission to the Creator. People stood to speak in tongues, and others translated the “heavenly language” into English. Some practiced faith healing, prophecy, discernment (diagnosis of problems, such as “evil spirits”) and other “gifts of the spirit” that accompany being “baptized in the Holy Spirit.” It was a night that changed my life.

I had already been “saved.” My parents were Christian, but belonging to a Christian family does not make you a Christian any more than having a baker for a father makes you a loaf of bread. Each person has to make his or her own decision. According to the teachings of the New Testament, I had confessed to God that I was a sinner deserving eternal torment and I had accepted the death of Jesus on the cross as payment for my sin. I humbly asked Christ to come into my heart and make me a new creature, and I became “born again,” by faith. I had  been baptized and I knew I was going to heaven, but I didn’t know what to do with the rest of my life—what little might remain before Jesus returned—until that evening in Anaheim.

Sitting in that meeting, I felt an intense desire to sing, pray and worship and I experienced strong inner sensations that I could only describe as “spiritual.” I was convinced I was communicating with God and that He was talking to me through His Spirit. I had never had these feelings in any other context, and since the “spirit-filled” environment triggered them, I knew that I had confirmation of the reality of God. Today, I would say “assumed,” but back then I “knew.” It felt real, and good. I had been taught, and I believed, that spiritual sensations are not necessary to the Christian life because it is faith alone that saves you, but it was affirming to feel something that wonderful, supplementing my faith. God was not just an idea, He was a reality. I had a personal relationship with Jesus, and he had something to say to me as one of his close friends and servants.

I listened to a sermon about how the end of the world was near, and about how Jesus was returning “any moment” to claim his followers and judge the earth. I heard preachments from the bible about Jesus’ mandate to “Go ye into all the world, and preach the gospel to every creature.” Millions of people still needed to be saved, and the time was short. I knew God was talking directly to me, and I knew right then how to live the rest of my life. I accepted the call. I would spend my life bringing lost people into the kingdom of heaven.

I couldn’t understand or articulate it at the time, but as a teenage boy I was probably starting to wonder about my future and a career. Whether it was “spiritual” or “psychological,” it must have made sense to settle the question of what I wanted to do with my life, making an end run around the important but difficult struggle that so many young people experience. Accepting the “call” to become a minister made everything clear. I wanted the rest of the world to share in the gospel, to be saved, to know Jesus personally, to have meaning in life, to go to heaven, and to create a better world in the short time we had left. It felt right. Satisfying.

Beginning that night in Anaheim, my life had a purpose.

My Dad had done the same thing 15 years earlier. He had been a “worldly” professional musician in the 1940s. He played all over California for the USO during World War II. He was a member of the  Teenagers, a band that accompanied Hoagy Carmichael on his weekly  Something New radio show. You can see Dad playing a trombone solo in the 1948 Irving Berlin movie Easter Parade when Judy Garland sings her first song, her hand resting on Dad’s shoulder. But after he got married (he met Mom in a dance band) and started having children, he became a religious conservative, renounced his dance-band life, threw away his worldly albums and enrolled in Pacific Bible College in order to become a preacher. But he was unable to continue due to the financial pressures of raising three little boys, so he dropped out and got a job, eventually becoming an Anaheim police officer. I didn’t think I was fulfilling my Dad’s dreams—I was certain that God was calling  me, personally—but looking back on it, I’m sure there must have been some influence from my parents. Mom taught Sunday School and Dad did some lay preaching over the years, so a life of ministry was not an unusual choice. Both of my younger brothers were heavily involved in Christian ministries, though neither of them became ordained or worked as full-time ministers.

For a couple of years, starting when I was 13, my family formed a musical group that would perform in various churches in southern California. My Dad played trombone and preached. My mother was a beautiful singer and always brought the congregation to tears with her rendition of “His Eye Is On the Sparrow.” My brother Tom played trombone and my brother Darrell played trumpet, while I played piano. We sang those simple yet powerful gospel harmonies that “stir the soul.” I suppose it was no surprise that I felt the “call” to continue a life of ministry.

I remember thinking that night in Anaheim, when I was called to be a preacher, that I didn’t need to wait to graduate from a seminary or became ordained. I was “born again” and “filled with the spirit.” I had the bible, the word of God, to speak for itself. What else did I need? Since God is powerful, there was no reason he couldn’t start using a 15-year-old preacher right away. “Out of the mouth of babes” and all that. Besides, Jesus was coming soon! I didn’t think the world would last long enough for me to go to college or get married or raise a family.

I started carrying my bible to school and talking to friends about Jesus. I joined up with evangelistic youth teams that took weekend missionary trips to poor villages in Mexico, just below the California border,  where I preached my first sermon at the age of 15 alongside the dusty bank of an irrigation canal in the tiny village of Ejido Morelia. During the summer, I went on week-long and month-long trips into Mexico and the Southwest, with such groups as YUGO (which means “yoke” in Spanish but stands for Youth Unlimited Gospel Outreach) and the Frank Gonzales Evangelistic Association. Anticipating that I might become a missionary to Mexico, I devoted myself to mastering Spanish.

I’ll never forget my first soul-winning experience. One Friday evening in June, near my 16th birthday, while I was wondering how I was going to spend the summer vacation of 1965, I received a phone call from someone at YUGO asking if I would fill a vacated leadership spot on a traveling gospel team. My parents said, “Go for it!”

Early the next morning, traveling from Los Angeles to Texas with 10 other young people in an eight-door stretch car that kept breaking down, I discovered that I had been appointed captain of one of the outreach groups. My responsibilities were to include supervising a team of three girls (all older than me), two weeks of preaching in two San Antonio Hispanic churches, and directing a Vacation Bible School for children. I was also told that I would be training local teenagers in the techniques of soul winning. I had never done any of these things before, but it was assumed I was capable since they had heard I was an “on fire” young Christian. My faith was so strong that I was willing to do anything for Jesus, trusting that he would give me the strength and the words.

I’m sure my nightly sermons were not great, but no one complained. I let the girls handle the day activities for children while I prepared for the soul-winning workshop on Saturday—which worried me considerably, since I had never before won anyone to Christ.

When the day arrived, we “California evangelists” gathered the inexperienced local teenagers from the churches for some preliminary training. I taught them how to share the basic plan of salvation and how to get a person to the point of conversion. When it was time to go out into a park and put it into practice, the kids expressed some hesitation, but I assured them that nothing was too hard for God. And besides, they were going to learn some lessons about faith and obedience. They didn’t know it was my first time as well!

As I moved out into the park, entourage trailing, I remember thinking: “What am I doing? What if I fail? I want to go home!” Yet at the  same time I was thinking: “This is exciting! This is God’s work—and I’m part of it!”

I spotted a young man, perhaps 17 years old, slowly pedaling a bicycle. “Hi!” I said. “I’m from California and I came here to talk to you about Jesus.” He stopped and gave us a cautious look.

“Are you a Christian?” I asked.

“No,” he said, “I’m a Catholic.”

He stayed on his bike, spinning the pedal with his foot.

“Great! Then you know about the plan of salvation?”

“No. I’m a Catholic,” he repeated.

“Then let me ask you a question. If you died right now, would you go to heaven or hell?”

He hesitated, glancing around the park. “I don’t know,” he answered. “I hope I would go to heaven.”

“Well, if you don’t know if you’re saved, then you’re definitely not saved,” I said. “The bible says you can know for certain that you have been redeemed.” I continued with the plan of salvation, explaining that we are all sinners worthy of eternal damnation, which he already knew. I described the need to confess sin, repent and accept Jesus into his heart and his life, letting the blood of the cross wash away all guilt and shame. Listening politely and shyly, as did the rest of the team, he indicated he understood all I was saying.

“Then, would you like to be born again?” I asked.

“Sure,” he said.

“You would?” I asked, trying to swallow my astonishment. It couldn’t be this easy. “What do I do now?” I thought. “Well, then, uh…let’s pray,” I said.

“Here?” he asked. “In the park?”

“Sure. This park is part of God’s sanctuary of creation. He can talk to your heart right here, right now.”

We bowed our heads and I prompted the fellow to repeat the “Sinner’s Prayer” after me. Actually, I had to make it up, digging the words from my memory of past revival meetings. He prayed with me, out loud. When we were finished I said, “Now, do you know you are saved?”

“I think so,” he responded.

“Great. Now be sure to read the bible and pray every day, go to church and find some Christian friends.”

We let him ride off and never saw him again. But the group became quite enthused, spreading out to share the good news of the gospel with the poor lost souls who had come to spend a nice summer afternoon in the park.

For me it was an exciting moment. I had won a soul to Christ; I had a star in my crown. It was like earning my wings, or getting the first notch on my six-shooter. Of course, I gave all the credit to the Holy Spirit, but I accepted it as an authentication of my calling to the ministry. It was a heady moment. I was a real evangelist, an active participant in God’s holy cause, a soldier of the cross. It was like the first taste of blood, and I wanted more.

Back in California, as a teenager singing in the Anaheim Christian Center choir, I had accepted the small but important ministry of choir librarian, organizing the music, proudly carrying it all home in the basket of my bicycle, and neatly arranging everything for the next rehearsal or performance. I had started doing this even before I was called to preach.

When Kathryn Kuhlman started coming to Los Angeles for her regular faith-healing services at the Shrine Auditorium, our choir formed the initial nucleus of her stage choir. I was there for her first regular visit in the mid ’60s and for two years I hardly missed a meeting, remaining choir librarian as the group grew in size, eventually incorporating singers from dozens of charismatic churches in Southern California.

It was the sound of the organ, more than anything else, that established the mood of the place. With its dramatic sweeps and heady crescendos flooding the huge vaulted building, we felt engulfed by the presence of God’s Holy Spirit, breathing in, breathing out, laughing and crying for joy and worship. Here and there a woman was standing, arms reaching upward, eyes closed, praying in an unknown tongue. Wheelchairs and crutches littered the aisles. Hopeful candidates pressed to find a seat as close to the front as possible; the balconies were standing-room-only.

My responsibilities as librarian did not inhibit me from sensing the intense hopefulness of the occasion. Before Kathryn walked out on stage the building radiated that strange, eager beauty of an orchestra tuning up before a symphony. I would often watch her as she stood backstage, nervous yet determined, possessing a holy mixture of humility  and pride, like a Roman or Greek goddess in her flowing gown. The audience was anxious. The Spirit was restless.

The organ crescendo reached a glorious peak as Kathryn regally walked out on stage. Those who could rose to their feet, praising God, weeping, praying. It was electrifying and intensely euphoric. I felt proud to be a witness to such a heavenly visitation.

Kathryn would often deny that she was conducting “healing meetings.” She stated that her only responsibility was obedience to God’s moving; it was His business to heal people, and it didn’t need to happen in every meeting. Of course, the people had come for miracles, and would not be disappointed. She often seemed uncertain how to start. She would pray, talk a little, preach somewhat freely, or just stand silently crying, waiting for God to move. He always moved, of course—but the audience couldn’t stand it, this delay of climax. (It was like the anticipation on Christmas mornings, waiting for Dad to finish reading the biblical nativity story before we could open the presents.)

In those early months, before local ministers began sitting on the stage in front of the choir, we singers were placed directly behind Kathryn in folding chairs. I always sat in the front row, right behind her, about six or eight feet from her center microphone, peering past her down into the sea of eager faces in the audience—the faces of people who had come to be blessed. The choir would often sing quietly behind the healings, “He touched me, yes, he touched me! And, oh, the joy that floods my soul! Something happened and now I know; he touched me and made me whole!” It was rapturous. Ecstatic.

After 20 or 30 preliminary minutes, which included a few choir numbers, the healings would begin. People would be ushered up to Kathryn, one at a time, some sitting in wheelchairs, to receive a “touch from God.” She would face the candidate, touching the forehead, and would either ask the problem or directly discern the need. Often the supplicants were “slain in the spirit,” meaning they fell backwards to the floor under God’s presence, often with arms raised in surrender. I sometimes had to pick up my feet when they fell in my direction. Kathryn had a “catcher,” a short, stocky, redheaded former police officer who would move behind the people and soften the fall. He was often quite busy. People would be dropping all over the stage, even choir members and ushers. He rushed back and forth like a character in a video game, never missing, though it was sometimes quite close.

It didn’t matter that the healings were visually unimpressive. We were in God’s presence and a miracle is a miracle. Sometimes an individual would discard crutches or push Kathryn around the stage in the unneeded wheelchair, things like that. But the healings were usually internal things: “Praise God! The cancer is completely gone!”

One very common cure was deafness. Kathryn would tell the person to cover the good ear (!) and ask if she could be heard. “Can you hear me now? Can you hear me now?” she would ask, speaking louder and louder until the person nodded. Then she would dramatically move away and speak softly to the person, who would jump and say, “I can hear you! I can hear you! Praise God!” The place would fall apart, people screaming and hopping. Miracles do that to people. It was an incredible feeling, an ecstasy beyond description. We felt embraced by the presence of a higher strength, participating in a group worship (hysteria), floating on the omnipresent surges of the organ music, joining in song with heavenly voices.

In one service Kathryn replied to the criticism that some of her healings were purely psychosomatic by saying, “But what if they are  merely psychosomatic? Is that not also a miracle? Doctors will tell you that the hardest illnesses to cure are the psychosomatic ones.” God works in mysterious ways.

As I look back on it now, I can see that most of the “miracles” were pretty boring. The excitement was in our minds. I saw people walk up to the side of the stage in search of a healing, before being told by an usher to sit in a wheelchair to be rolled up to Kathryn. When Kathryn quietly told the person to “stand up and walk the rest of the way,” the crowd went wild, assuming that the person couldn’t walk in the first place. I never witnessed any organic healings, restored body parts or levitations. A few crutches and medicine bottles littered the aisles, but no prosthetic devices or glass eyes. The bulk of the “cures” were older women with cancer, arthritis, heart problems, diabetes, “unspoken problems,” etc. There was an occasional exorcism (mental illness?), too. We had come to be blessed and we were not to be cheated, taking the slightest cue to yell, sing and praise God. I think, in retrospect, the organist was the real star of the show, working with Kathryn to manipulate the moods. We were so malleable.

Experiences like that were tremendously affirming. When I was “seeing miracles,” it seemed so real, so powerful, that I wondered who  in the world could be so blind to deny the reality of the presence of God. Nonbelievers must be stupid or crazy! Anyone who deliberately doubted such proof certainly deserved hell.

I used to pray and “sing in the spirit” all the time. Riding my bike around Anaheim, I would quietly speak in tongues, exulting in the emotions of talking with Christ and communing with the Holy Spirit. If you have never done it, it is hard to understand what is happening when people speak in tongues. I actually got goose bumps from the joy, my heart and mind transported to another realm. It’s a kind of natural high that I interpreted as a supernatural encounter. I’m certain there are chemicals released to the brain during the experience. (I know this is true of music and the cerebellum, but has anyone studied the brain during glossolalia?) While some of my friends may have been sneaking out behind the proverbial barn to experiment with this or that, I was having a love affair with Jesus. I didn’t think I was “crazy”—I was quite functional and could snap out of it at any moment, like taking off headphones—but I did feel that what I had was special, above the world.

Jesus said that “My kingdom is not of this world,” and I felt like my physical body was just a visitor to planet earth while my soul was getting messages “from home.” It gave me a sense of overwhelming peace and joy, of integration with God and the universe, of being wrapped in the loving arms of my creator. It caused everything to “make sense.” I’m not sure why, but it did. I simply knew from direct personal experience that God was real, and no one at the time would have been able to convince me that I was delusional. I would simply say, “You don’t know.” I had seen miracles. I had talked with God. I knew the truth and the world did not.

My third- and fourth-year Spanish teacher at Anaheim High School was James Edwards, the head of the Anaheim School District foreign language department. He was a great teacher, but I had heard that he was an agnostic, or unbeliever, or something bad. This was not long after the 1963 U.S. Supreme Court’s Schempp decision that removed prayer and bible reading from the public schools, so we Christians were quite recently wounded and sensitive about the issue of religion on our campus. Anaheim High School was forced to end the tradition of opening each day with a morning bible reading broadcast to the classrooms. But I figured that I possessed a calling from a higher  level than the Supreme Court, and I proudly took my bible to school, being careful to place it on top of my other books so that everyone would notice.

I often took two bibles to school: the King James Version and another in Spanish. When Mr. Edwards would give us some free time to read Spanish literature, I would open my Reina-Valera bible and kill three birds with one stone: learn Spanish, worship God and prepare myself for my missionary career. I noticed that Mr. Edwards noticed.

One day as I was leaving the class, Mr. Edwards called me over to his desk and told me that he wanted to talk with me after school. I was pretty sure he wanted to talk about my bible in the classroom—the bible hardly qualifies as Spanish literature, I thought—so I prayed all day long. After gymnastics I steadied my nerve and walked into his classroom. He shut the door and went back to his desk, where I was standing.

“Dan,” he said, “I notice that you have been bringing your bible to class.”

“Yes,” I said, swallowing hard.

“And I notice that you have been reading your bible during class time.”

“That’s right,” I answered, ready to do battle with Satan. I was his top student, so I didn’t fear any academic lecture.

“Well, then,” he continued, hesitating, “maybe you are the one who can help me.”

“Help you, Mr. Edwards?” I asked, anticipating some kind of trick.

“Yes. Maybe you can help me make sense of spiritual things.” His whole manner changed, and he started talking like a humbled man, friend to friend, hurting. I was surprised to see him like this. He told me that he was an agnostic, but that he was starting to think that there might be something “out there.” He had read some articles about ESP and other psychic phenomena, and was deciding that a strictly materialistic view of life was unrealistic and unsatisfying.

“Dan, you seem so confident and happy. Tell me what you believe.”

So, I told him that I believed in God, that God was revealed in the bible, that we were all sinners, that God sent his son, Jesus, to die for our sins, that Jesus rose from the grave to conquer death, that we  could confess our sins and accept Jesus as our personal savior and be born again, becoming “new creatures” without guilt and with a joy and purpose in life to know God, praise God and do his will. I took advantage of the opportunity, telling him everything I believed. He listened quietly, and as our meeting ended he thanked me and told me he wanted to hear more.

We met every day or so after that, with me mostly talking and him listening. I kept stressing the reality of God, and the moral difference between believers and nonbelievers. We became friends. Sometimes during break between classes he would stop me in the hallway and ask about a verse in the bible. I felt self-conscious, knowing that some of my classmates were watching and wondering.

Early one day Mr. Edwards found me in the hallway and excitedly pulled me over. He was grinning. “Dan, I had to tell you. I did it!”

“What happened?” I asked, still able to be surprised that the important head of the district language department was treating me like a buddy.

“I accepted Jesus as my personal savior. This morning as I was getting out of my car in the parking lot, it hit me. What you were saying about making a conscious, deliberate decision to accept Jesus made perfect sense. I prayed right there in the parking lot and it happened! My sins are forgiven and I am now a child of God.”

After that, he and I became “brothers” in Jesus, spending much time discussing the bible. In spite of the recent court decision about religion in the schools, we started a prayer and bible-study group on campus. We called it an “advanced Spanish literature and discussion” group (something like that), and the first and only piece of Spanish literature we discussed was the bible. (This was a front, folks.) Some other Christians heard what was happening, and this group became a focal point for devout students, including a couple of other high school evangelists like myself. We dropped the Spanish pretense and quickly turned it into a Christian club.

James Edwards came to my church a couple of times and introduced himself as “Dan Barker’s son,” meaning that I was his spiritual father, which embarrassed me a little, though it was quite affirming to a young preacher. I was called to the ministry in that church and I was now “bringing in the sheaves,” so to speak. After I graduated from high school, I would occasionally return to speak to the expanding  Christian group we had started, which had to be moved to the choir room because it had grown too big for a classroom. They all wanted to learn about my missionary and evangelistic adventures, and to meet the guy who started it all. I heard that James Edwards was still holding those Christian meetings on that campus 25 years later!

Experiences like these helped to affirm and cement my commitment to my “calling from God.” I was effective. I had proof. I was encouraged and appreciated. I felt like I was set apart for a special ministry, and I devoted every day to it. I got involved with several local ministries, including the gentle Peralta Brothers—Eli (who had been my first-year Spanish teacher), Abraham, Aaron and Benjamin. They were second-generation Mexicans who sang Spanish gospel music to the Hispanic churches in southern California and northern Mexico, and for whom I played piano and occasionally filled in for an absent voice.

I eventually spent a total of about two years as a missionary in Mexico, trying to convert Catholics into Christians. (Looking back on it, I am embarrassed at the arrogance and ignorance of American Protestant evangelists, thinking we should convert an entire “lost dark country” to Jesus.) Besides the ministry, being in Mexico was an eye-opening cultural experience. During one of the first visits across the border, I was in a church with no glass in the windows. As we were sweeping the cement floor before the evening meeting little children were climbing through the windows, jumping from pew to pew, playing and laughing. In a misguided moment of saintly solemnity, I yelled to one of the boys: “Don’t you know this is a church? You should not be playing here! And you should wear shoes when you come into the House of God.” He looked up at me and said, “I don’t have any shoes.”

During another early missionary trip below Tijuana, I walked up to a group of young men and in not-yet-perfect Spanish said, “God has sent us here to talk to you about Jesus. Do you know Jesus?” One of the guys pointed down the street and said, “Yes. He lives down around the corner beside the pharmacy.”

In a little town on the Sea of Cortez, in 1965, I met Manuel Bonilla, a diminutive but exuberant Christian singer and guitarist whose immense talent made him seem larger than life. His ministry was beginning to be noticed throughout Latin America, and when he came up to Los Angeles in 1966 to record his songs he asked me to produce one of his first projects. I was 16 when I arranged and recorded an entire album  for Manuel, including the song “Me Ha Tocado” (“He Touched Me”), the same song we sang at the Kathryn Kuhlman meetings. That simple recording, which I arranged for piano, marimba, guitar and a trio of background voices, became a big hit in the Spanish-speaking Christian world and is still selling today. It was exciting to hear myself, a high school student, playing piano on Spanish radio stations in southern California and Mexico. Manuel went on to become the leading Spanish Christian recording artist in the world, selling in more than a dozen countries. He used me to arrange and produce many of his California recordings from those early years. There were about a dozen albums through the 1970s, which grew in sophistication as we both learned the ropes of the recording industry.

I did not view my music production and performance as a career during those years of ministry. I was reluctant to charge money for what I considered an honor and a duty. I was serving God. Looking back on it, I realize I should have charged more, especially later when I was married and we started raising children, but of course the world was going to end at any moment so why plan for the future? The bible teaches: “Take no thought for tomorrow. Tomorrow will take thought of the things of itself.”

One day I walked into the mayor’s office of a small city in Mexico and told him that God had sent us there to preach to his town and that he was going to allow us to use the large kiosk in the downtown park, for free, as a stage for our performance. Without hesitating, he said, “Bueno.” He even made sure we had police protection. Dozens of people came up to the kiosk that evening to pray, confess their sins, and ask Jesus to come into their hearts.

Right after high school, in 1967, before going to bible college, I spent a year with the Frank Gonzales Evangelistic Association, a cross-country gospel team. Frank, a graduate of Bob Jones University, was a flashy Mexican-American trumpet player who preached bilingual, hell-fire sermons. I spent that year singing, playing the piano, preaching, doing house-to-house witnessing and getting doors slammed in my face, but winning converts.

I was playing the accordion standing on picnic tables in the park... singing about Jesus in restaurants and inviting the rest of the customers to join us...holding weeklong revival services in large and small churches across the continent.

I once drove non-stop from one side of the continent to the other—from Riverside, New Jersey, to Riverside, California—and later even further, straight through from Norfolk, Virginia, to Los Angeles. Among my other experiences:

Driving through freezing blizzards and blinding desert sandstorms.

Approaching members of the Hell’s Demons motorcycle gang in Phoenix to invite them to hear a sermon about the love of Jesus.

Holding drug awareness musical rallies in complicit public high schools—rallies that were just a front for us to invite the students to an evening evangelistic rally (we didn’t know the first thing about preventing drug use).

Playing soccer and basketball in countless prisons across Mexico and the United States so that we could witness for Jesus during halftime.

Rounding up hundreds of barefoot children in Mexican towns and villages so that we could sing Protestant choruses to them and tell them about Jesús—counting all the hands that were raised when we asked who wanted to be saved and reporting back to American churches how many thousands of souls we had converted.

Sleeping on church pews, church roofs and once on top of a Volkswagen van.

Hiking up and down mountainsides and ravines to remote villages that required an additional interpreter since the Indians there didn’t know Spanish. (I tried to learn some Mayo, but all I can remember now is “Dios ta enchianía”—God bless you.)

Inviting ourselves to local TV and radio stations, with some success, so that we could get the gospel to as many people as possible.

During those years, I was the kind of guy you would not want to sit next to on a bus. After a few minutes of chitchat, I would turn and say, “I can see that you are going through some real struggles right now. (How does he know?) I can tell that you are experiencing some problems with a relationship in your life. (How does he know?) You are wondering what it is all about. You don’t know what is the purpose of life. (How DOES he know?) I used to feel the same way, and God has sent me to tell you that Jesus is the answer.”

You would be surprised at how often this crude technique actually worked. I was more often respected than resisted. There seems to be a general feeling that if someone claims to be speaking for God, then  he must be telling the truth—or at least it is safer not to challenge such a person. If it is religious, it must be good. After all, who has any answers? Our lives do have problems and mysteries. A preacher must be on to something; otherwise, we wouldn’t need preachers. It is easy to proselytize. I don’t understand all the psychology behind preaching, but I know that it works. Otherwise, we would not see the growth of movements such as early Christianity and Islam, or modern Evangelicalism, Pentecostalism and Mormonism. Most people are uncertain and susceptible, vulnerable to someone else’s confidence and certainty. If you want to be a preacher, then “just do it.” Do it with confidence and style. It works. (Just like anyone in sales will tell you.)

But with religion, most people are uncritical. Never once in 19 years of preaching did anyone ever come up to me after a service and ask, “Rev. Barker, what were the sources for your sermon?” I was accorded an immense amount of unearned respect, simply for being a minister. Where were the skeptics, atheists, agnostics and humanists? (Well, why should I expect them to be in church?) Why did anyone rarely challenge my asserted “authority” to speak for God? I do remember a few slammed doors. I recall only two or three times during all those years when someone on the street would reject what I was saying, and it was a huge surprise to me when they simply walked away. Now, I don’t blame them; but at the time, I was perplexed at how someone could be so lost that they would run from God.

I traveled with the Frank Gonzales ministry every summer for many years as Frank’s accompanist and as a preaching leader of my own team, and they were hectic summers. (I suspect that my problem with kidney stones originated with that experience. I spent days driving through blistering heat, drinking little, pushing the team, stopping to visit the bathroom only when absolutely necessary.) During the summer of 1967, I dehydrated and spent three days in Guaymas, Mexico, on my back in a burlap hammock being fed glucose through an intravenous needle, eating nothing, sucking on ice cubes. That was the same summer I got mangled by a dirty German Shepherd in the town of Zacapu, in the mountains of Michoacán between Mexico City and Guadalajara, after I hopped over the adobe wall behind a church into the next yard to retrieve a volleyball. I didn’t get rabies, but I went into some kind of nervous shock and slept for more than two days after being medicated at a local clinic. I know that kind of living is reckless, but at the time  I figured it was justified. The world was going to end any day, and I had given my life and body to Jesus as a “living sacrifice.”

From 1968 to 1972, I attended Azusa Pacific College, an interdenominational state-accredited Christian school in California, and majored in religion. Looking back, I can see that most of the religion courses (with a couple of notable exceptions) were simply glorified Sunday School classes and I don’t remember that we delved very deeply into the evidences or arguments for or against Christianity. It wouldn’t have mattered anyway, since I wanted to be out in the streets preaching the gospel, not stuck in a classroom chewing over pointless history and philosophy. After all, the world was ending soon. My attitude was that it is not necessary to know how an automobile works in order to drive one, nor is it imperative to become a biblical scholar or theologian in order to save souls from damnation. All of those “Christian evidences” could be left to the experts who, I believed, had already figured it all out and who could provide the historical, documentary and archeological evidences if anyone ever asked. (No one ever did.)

I believed that my education was secondary to my calling. I was pretty successful at winning souls, probably much more so than my professors, and although I got good grades, I didn’t see what difference it made. I coasted through college, spending almost every evening and weekend out somewhere preaching, singing, playing the piano and doing the real work of the ministry.

Most of my memories at Azusa Pacific College are ministry-related. I sang and played piano for the Dynamics Chorale, which toured the state promoting the college and Jesus. I often played piano for daily chapel services. One year I was elected Christian Life Director of the student body government and brought in dynamic Christian speakers and performers such as Andrae Crouch (“It Won’t Be Long”) and Audrey Mieir (“His Name is Wonderful”). We listened to end-time author Hal Lindsey (The Late, Great Planet Earth) assure us that the second coming of Jesus would be no later than the mid 1980s. That late?

For many years, Azusa Pacific College sent hundreds of students down to Mexico to learn something about mission work, and because of my experience I was involved as organizer, performer, preacher and interpreter. We took teams of young American students into many of the dusty villages below Mexicali to sing and preach in churches at night, and during the day to play games and tell stories to children in  order to bring them to Jesus. I ushered the Azusa Pacific soccer team into the overcrowded Mexicali jail to challenge the prison team and, win or lose, preach to them. (We mostly lost. Those inmates have a lot of time to practice.) After a while, the prison officials and guards came to know me, so I was the perfect liaison for such ministries. Flattering the ego of the main warden, I even managed to gain entry for a film crew (whose nervous cameraman was told, “Don’t shoot the guards!”) that was making a documentary film about Christian youth ministries. This time it was basketball and we lost again, but I would love to find that film if I could remember who made it.

One December I took about 20 college students all the way down to Mexico City, traveling by Tres Estrellas de Oro buses, to spread the “good news” that we were sure few had heard. Four of us young men formed a gospel quartet, and we used to trade off preaching. It was before one of our meetings, as we were preparing and praying, when Gary, who sang bass in the quartet and whose turn it was to preach that night, whispered to us that he had lost his voice and was unable to sing or talk. We gathered in a circle around Gary and laid our hands on his shoulders, and I prayed out loud for God to heal Gary’s voice, ending with the words: “Gary, in the name of Jesus, be healed!”

Gary looked up and yelled, “Praise the Lord!” in a strong voice. He went on to sing and preach that night. If experiences like that don’t cement your faith, nothing will! Gary is the same fellow who threw away his Coke-bottle-thick eyeglasses one day in Mexico, convinced that God had healed his vision. A few weeks later he stumbled into an optometrist’s office in California to buy a new pair. (He also wrote that song, “It’s a Happy Day,” which was a popular Christian chorus for a few years.)

I was in college, and getting decent grades, but I wasn’t sure why I was there, when there was so little time left to live on this late, great planet. I was dismissive of ordination or degrees. I figured I didn’t need a piece of paper bestowed by humans to tell me what I already knew: that God personally called me to the ministry of the Gospel. After four full-time years, I fell nine elective units short of graduation and never went back to finish. (In 1988, Azusa Pacific University allowed me to transfer some creative writing units from the University of Wisconsin and mailed me my degree in religion.)

I like languages and enjoyed the two years of New Testament (koine) Greek at Azusa, which I still find useful. It added a certain credibility to my sermons to be able to throw in an occasional word from the original text of the New Testament (so I thought), though I don’t think the listeners cared. “Paul called himself a slave of Christ,” I would preach, “and the word ‘slave’ in the Greek is doulos.” I would announce this with solemn authority, hesitating slightly before the final word. No one asked why it was important to point that out. They must have thought I was on to something.

At Azusa Pacific I met a singer (again paralleling my dad’s life). The world had not ended yet, so Carol and I were married in 1970, when I was barely 21. We have four children: Becky (1973), Kristi (1975), Andrea (1977), and Danny (1979).

Over time, I was an associate pastor in three churches in California. My first full-time post was in 1972, right out of college, at Arcadia Friends Church in my wife’s denomination. (They didn’t care that I didn’t have a degree or wasn’t formally ordained.) The Friends are the modern Quakers, and in California they are more evangelical than their eastern forbears. (Richard Nixon was from that denomination.) I directed the choir, often preached from the pulpit and led Wednesday night bible study and worship. Joy Berry, who later became a well-known children’s author, was minister of Children’s Education at the same church at that time and also ran the Christian Day School there. (As a pleasant coincidence, Joy later came out as an agnostic, broke her ties with Christian publishers and today we remain freethinking friends with similar stories. More than 80 million copies of Joy’s books have sold worldwide.)

The Quaker/Friends tradition abjures the sacraments (except for marriage, I think, which they probably don’t call a sacrament), because of the Protestant break with the formalism of Catholicism. Worship is supposed to be directly with God, with no intermediaries, saints, priests or rituals. I remember how absurd this became one Wednesday evening during a social potluck, when Pastor Ted Cummins made a few remarks before praying for the meal and happened to mention some of the words from the Last Supper in the bible. A few days later he was called to task by the denomination for conducting the sacrament of Communion.

We are all heretics!

I have mixed memories of Pastor Ted, a genuinely friendly, gentle and approachable person with a smart and beautiful wife and four darling children. He was not a hell-fire preacher. He was a friend and a peer. One evening I happened to enter the sanctuary to find Ted alone, kneeling in prayer at the front pew. After a moment, with no words said, I walked over and placed my hand on his shoulder and silently prayed for God to bless him. He looked up and smiled. The following Sunday he told me that that was the first and only time during his entire Christian life that he ever felt anything. He said he had always taken things by faith alone, but until that moment he had never known that anyone could feel the spirit of God. Years later, an alcoholic, he left the ministry and went into seclusion, ruining his family and his life. He died too young in 2006, and although his final tragic years clouded the memorial, no one forgot the truly loving, vibrant man he used to be.

After more than a year at Arcadia Friends Church, I was “called by God” to move to Glengrove Assembly of God, in La Puente, California. The Assemblies of God are Pentecostal, more in line with my own Charismatic upbringing than my wife’s calmer Quaker heritage. I’m glad I worked at that church for a year and a half. It gave me a direct experience of that animated slice of Christian life. There was a lot of speaking in tongues, faith healing, fiery hanky-waving sermons by sweaty evangelists, women on their backs on the floor with arms raised in tearful prayer, hand-clapping gospel choirs and “Jesus movement” music. I even saw a few exorcisms, or “casting out of spirits” as we called it. I took the youth choir on tour around California and Mexico. I preached from the main pulpit at least once a month and led bible study and worked with the youth minister on evangelical outreach.

Directing the adult choir was more of a ministry than an art, since there was only a handful of truly good singers. I had to compensate for the quality of talent with an increase in rhythm and volume—we were worshipping after all, not performing at Carnegie Hall. One evening, as I was rehearsing the adult choir, I stumbled into one of those horribly embarrassing moments I wish I could forget. (So why am I telling it here?) In an amateur church choir you are apt to have members who are not very confident, sometimes waiting to join in after they hear everyone else start to sing, in order not to make a mistake. But as a director, I wanted the first note to be as strong as the rest of the line, with a solid, loud entrance. We were rehearsing  “Happiness Is the Lord” but the first note was sounding weak and tentative because some of the men were not coming in with everyone else. Exasperated, I turned and said, “The first word of the song is ‘happiness,’ but I don’t hear the first syllable. You tenors are coming in with ‘piness’,” I emphasized loudly, not realizing what word I had just pronounced. Two older ladies gasped and others turned their red faces away, trying not to look shocked or laugh. When it dawned on me what had just happened, seeing the glaring looks from the men in the back row, I turned around and faced the sanctuary, making things worse. Today I would chuckle with everyone else at such a hilarious moment, but this was church, God’s work, a holy endeavor that was not to be sullied by profanity. My wife later told me that some of the women were having a good laugh behind my back, and I eventually took it in stride, although I did consider it odd for church members to be making fun of a “man of god.” (At least I did not call two bears from the forest to tear them to pieces. See II Kings 2:23-24.)

The people at Glengrove Assembly were sincere and sweet, but I quickly found them to be a bit noisy for my tastes. My wife must have been even more uncomfortable, coming from a non-Pentecostal background.

So I got another “call from God,” this time to the Standard Christian Center in the central California town of Standard, a former logging town near Sonora in the Gold Rush mother lode foothills north of Yosemite. (It’s interesting how God always seemed to “call” me exactly where I wanted to go.) That congregation was much more in line with the Charismatic Movement that I had experienced at Anaheim Christian Center where I was first called to the ministry. And what’s more, it was a renegade full-gospel split from the Christian Church (in the Disciples of Christ tradition that also spawned the Church of Christ), the same denomination that my dad grew up in and which founded Pacific Bible College where Dad had studied to be a minister. (Looking back on all the “coincidences” with my dad, I wonder how much free will I really have.) The motto of the Disciples tradition was, “Where the bible speaks, we speak; where the bible is silent, we are silent.” Of course, it is impossible to reconcile that principle with the Charismatic Movement, but we tried.

When I submitted my letter of resignation to Glengrove Assembly, the pastoral staff and deacons were not convinced that I had truly received a “call from God” to move on. We got along well and it  seemed to them that I was abandoning a well-developed ministry. Dave Gustaveson, the youth pastor and a good friend, told me he had struggled in prayer to know if my decision was truly right for me and the church. One day in the men’s room, while he was “talking with the Lord,” he noticed the word “Standard” on the urinal. He took it as a sign and announced to the congregation that it was truly God’s will for me to move on to Standard, California, with their blessing. (Thanks, Dave.)

The pay at Standard Christian Center was not great, but it provided a minimum of financial security for a growing family. We lived in a small mobile home in the oak-dotted foothills south of Sonora. Although I did a lot of preaching to the congregation, filling in for the main pastor, calling on members, directing the choir, running Wednesday night bible study, organizing activities for the youth group and helping out in the church-affiliated Christian bookstore, I never was the senior pastor, and never wanted to be. I always considered myself first an evangelist. After a few years of working in local churches, directing choirs with admirable dedication and hopeful musicianship, counseling people with problems that I hadn’t the faintest idea how to approach (except with bible verses and prayer), and working on sermons that I fancied were insightful but bounced off the listeners like rain off an umbrella, I found myself getting restless to hit the road again. I could only stick it out in each church for about 18 months before feeling the “call” to move on.

I felt bad leaving the Standard Christian Center. The people were gracious and we had a good program going there, but it was a dead end for my evangelistic calling. I asked church leaders if they would consider being my home base, sending me out as their cross-country “missionary” to the world. They reluctantly agreed, but not before the main pastor, Bob Wright, convinced me that for my ministry to be more credible I would have to become ordained. I respected Bob and yielded to the pressure to make it official. One Sunday morning in May 1975, the church held an ordination service, directed by Pastor Bob, in which I was asked questions about my calling, the bible and theology, and then was unanimously ordained. The deacons and pastors stood around me in a circle, placing their hands on my shoulders and head, invoking God’s blessing on my ministry. They presented me with an ordination certificate, which no one ever asked to see during  all my years of ministry (though I did have to show it to the State of California in 2002 when, as an atheist “minister,” I performed a secular wedding for a nonreligious couple).

For the next eight years my wife and I lived “by faith” as touring musical evangelists, still expecting Jesus to return at any moment, “like a thief in the night.” The expression “living by faith” is more than a profession of belief. It is an adventure and a risk, putting your life in the hands of God. Neither of us had a job. We had no regular income, no health insurance, and of course no retirement plan since we would never need it in the short time remaining before the rapture. All our belongings were in storage for the first year and we lived on the road, accepting housing from church members, friends and relatives. When Carol was pregnant with our second child, we booked a national evangelistic itinerary, hopped in our yellow Chevy Nova with about $100 cash, and bounced around the country from church to church, not charging for the ministry but accepting freewill “love offerings,” trusting that we would get enough money from each service to allow us to make it to the next. I remember many hopeful, prayerful moments sitting in the car after the service, opening the envelope to see if there was enough cash to make it to the next church. We normally got between $50 and $100 per meeting, sometimes nothing at all. It was easy to book Sunday meetings; it was difficult to keep busy the rest of the week.

In 1976, when my wife was pregnant with our third child, we rented a small house in Pomona, and she decided to stay home from the extended trips, tending to the family, joining me mainly when I ministered in the Southern California area. When that house was carted away in 1977 to make room for a Mormon temple, we moved to a house in Ontario, California.

Our ministry was a mix of music and message. We sang duets and solos, and I preached the gospel, varying the message to relate to each audience as I felt prompted by the Holy Spirit. It was all bible-based, stressing the importance of obedience to God and the joy of possessing a personal relationship with Jesus, and of course, the need to be a faithful servant who is ready and waiting for Christ’s return. We were sincere. I indeed felt that I was talking with God and that Jesus was my Lord and friend. During service, people would often come down to the altar to confess their sins and accept Jesus as their savior. It seemed so right to be doing something so powerful. My work and music was constantly  affirmed by the testimony of others and by the testimony of the Spirit, or what I thought and sincerely believed was the Spirit giving witness to my heart and mind. I had no doubts that it was all real.

In the summer of 1975, during our first cross-country tour, we heard from our contacts in Canton, Ohio, that the week of meetings had been cancelled. I told them we had no choice but to pass through Ohio since our itinerary took us further east the following weeks. If nothing else we would have to sit out the days. When we got to Ohio I managed to book a couple of small last-minute meetings, but otherwise we just sat around in these people’s nice home watching the clock tick. A framed sign next to the clock said simply, “Do the next thing.” That motto has stayed with me to this day, a very useful bit of obvious advice. Not able to sit still, I went down to the basement piano and wrote a musical for children based on an idea that my wife had when she directed a Sunday School Christmas program with puppets the year before. I figured maybe we could use the musical if we ever went back into local church work.

That fall, back in southern California, I did some transcription for a friend who wrote children’s songs and I played part of my new musical for her. She liked it and told me that she had heard that Manna Music, the respected gospel publisher, was looking for a new children’s musical for Christmas, and she gave them a call. Carl Farrer invited me in to play it, so I drove to Burbank with my penciled manuscript and a prayer.

I was a little nervous when I sat down at the piano at Manna Music. As I was halfway through the introduction to the first song, Carl grabbed my arm and said, “Stop. Don’t play any more.” He took a deep breath and said, “I can tell you right now that we will publish this musical.”

“But you haven’t heard anything,” I said.

“I’ve heard enough to promise that even though [owner of the company] Hal Spencer hasn’t heard this yet, he will love it, and this will be a hit for us.” I was stunned. “Now go ahead. Let’s hear the whole thing.” Carl was the first person to hear it all the way through, and ever since that quiet morning with just the two of us at the piano, he and I have been close friends. We have drifted apart, of course, since my deconversion to atheism in the 1980s—different circles—but we have never lost that connection, and talk on the phone from time to time. In November 2007 I visited the 80-something Carl at his home  in Austin, Texas, and it was as if no time had passed. Some friendships are truly transcendent.

I came back to Manna Music a couple days later and played the musical for Hal Spencer and other staff. They all loved it! “We have been searching for a new Christmas musical for children,” Hal said, “and you walk in the door and hand it to us. This is an answer to our prayers.” They made few suggestions, no real edits, and in 1976 Mary Had a Little Lamb was published and recorded. (Get it? Mary was the mother of Jesus and Jesus was the Lamb of God.) It was Manna’s bestseller for a couple of years, and it remained near the top of the list for many years. I’m still getting royalties from that musical to this day.

Suddenly, I was a published composer. This gave my ministry a broader scope. I wrote a sequel, an Easter musical called His Fleece Was White as Snow, as well as some additional songs, and started getting invitations to appear in churches as a national Christian songwriter. The musicals were performed by churches and Christian schools, and are still being presented to a lesser degree decades later. Mary Had a Little Lamb was translated into Spanish and German, and has been performed around the world at Christmas. At a Christian Booksellers Association convention, Hal introduced me to Dale Evans (wife of Roy Rogers) who told me that her grandchildren loved Mary Had a Little Lamb.

The second musical, His Fleece Was White as Snow, is based on the fact that Jewish law required an offering of an unblemished animal, and that Jesus was supposedly the final, sinless Passover sacrifice. Although I have always been happy with the artistic quality of this work (which includes a flamenco I still play), the lyrics and the story now embarrass me. I actually kill off the star of the show, a cute, unspotted lamb named Snowy!

A couple of years later I started working on a third musical for Manna Music, Everywhere That Mary Went, that was based on the handful of New Testament references to the mother of Jesus, noticing that her appearances in the story always point to her son’s ministry—a not-so-subtle rebuke to Catholics. I did not finish that work before my views started to change, so the world was spared those great insights.

I was once invited to a church in East Los Angeles to be guest conductor of Mary Had a Little Lamb. Instead of using children, this congregation used the adult choir. Its members dressed up like camels, sheep, pigs and donkeys, and it was quite amusing. But what I remember  most was the huge painted sign hanging above the pulpit saying “Jesus Is Coming Soon!” The sign needed to be repainted and cleaned, and I saw cobwebs around the back. I now wish I had had a camera! Of course, at the time I thought the message of the sign was right-on, and the irony of the cobwebs was tucked in the back of my mind.

One of my adult octavos published by Manna Music, “There is One,” was sung by Robert Schuller’s Hour of Power choir on national television, though as a street evangelist renouncing wealth, I didn’t think much of Schuller’s glitzy Christianity. I was still involved with Manuel Bonilla, who preached and sang to the common people, and with many of the California Hispanic churches, which were not wealthy.

With my new contacts in the recording industry I was able to produce, arrange and play piano on at least a dozen more of Manuel’s albums, including some innovative children’s records in Spanish that became immensely popular. (If you happen to spot one of Manuel Bonilla’s animated children’s videos on the Internet, you will know that those are my arrangements and that I played piano and directed the kids’ choir.) We were able to hire top-rate Hollywood studio musicians, including my regular drummer and percussionist Fred Petry (a busy studio player who had toured with Stan Kenton) and guitarist Grant Geissman. Since I spoke Spanish and identified with Manuel’s life and ministry, I became a good interface with the Los Angeles recording industry for those projects. On subsequent trips to Mexico we would hear the people singing the arrangements exactly as we had recorded them, which they had learned from the radio. One of the songs Manuel and I co-wrote is a beguine called “No Vengo Del Mono” (translated, that means “I don’t come from a monkey”), mocking evolution. Another song I produced for Manuel, with a college-age choir in the background, was “Pronto, Sí Muy Pronto, Veremos Al Señor” (“Soon and Very Soon, We Will See the Lord”), which truly expressed our end-time expectations.

Besides working in evangelism, as a preacher or as an invited Christian songwriter, I made a supplemental income with record production in the Los Angeles area for various clients, mostly Christian, in addition to Manuel Bonilla. I never produced any big-time albums, but I did work on a lot of “B” projects: a pastor and wife singing duets, a junior high school choir going on tour, songwriters needing demos or records for their touring ministry, various Christian vocalists in English and  Spanish who needed music to sell at their rallies and services, and literally hundreds of children’s songs for Christian publishing companies and curriculum houses. I once did a marathon recording session of more than 100 songs in one week for Gospel Light Publications, a leading publisher of Sunday School and Vacation Bible School (VBS) curriculums. (At the end of that fun but grueling week, Fred Petry quipped, “I hate to play 128 songs and run, but I have to go now.”)

I wrote much of the music and produced many of the early recordings for Joy Berry’s company, Living Skills Press, which then was connected with the educational division of Word Books, the largest Christian publisher. Some of the character singing on Joy’s albums was done by Hal Smith, the voice actor who played Otis on The Andy Griffith Show and who did Goofy for Disney and the Owl in Winnie the Pooh. (He was a genuine pleasure to work with, though I have no idea what his religious views were.) Word published a collection of my religious children’s songs written for Joy’s Ready, Set, Grow! series of books, with accompanying music that I produced for them. I played piano with Paul Mickelson, Billy Graham’s organist, on a piano/organ album of Christian hymns. I produced a Christian aerobic exercise album called Body and Soul, with some of The Lawrence Welk Show singers performing disco arrangements of well-known hymns such as “Leaning On The Everlasting Arms.” (That was hilarious!) I got to hire Thurl Ravenscroft (the voice of Tony the Tiger), who sang a very deep bass line for the High On Christmas album I arranged and produced in a pop style for Parade Records in the early 80s.

I worked in more than a dozen studios in Hollywood and southern California. I didn’t pretend to be the best producer in town, but I was dependable, sincere, on schedule, never over budget and I communicated well with the religious clients. I was also cheap. I sometimes proudly worked for nothing, happy to be a part of the cause. I actually lost money on the High on Christmas project, due to a sloppy contractual agreement, and had to borrow money to pay off the debts. I figured that recording Christian music was part of my evangelistic calling, since it was spreading the word through music. In retrospect, I now realize that if I hadn’t been such a blinkered believer, if I hadn’t been convinced that Jesus was coming back “any day now,” I might have had a decent career as a music producer, doing something I was good at and loved. I now know it was negligent, as a parent of young children, to  sell myself so cheaply, allowing the clients to reap the profits while my family very often struggled to eat. But like the idealistic starving holder of a lottery ticket who is waiting for news from the sweepstakes office, I knew Jesus was coming soon to take us all to heaven.

I played the piano for Pat Boone in 1972 to a crowd of more than 10,000 in Phoenix. We met briefly backstage—yes, he was wearing white patent-leather shoes—where we talked over some tunes, keys and tempos, and then I sat at a grand piano beside him on stage as he talked about Jesus and sang Christian songs.

Jimmy Roberts (of The Lawrence Welk Show) used me as his accompanist on a two-week cross-country tour in the early 1970s. I played in a Christian rock band called Mobetta for many years, performing mainly at public high-school assemblies in gymnasiums with horrible acoustics. For about 10 years, starting in college, I directed a singing group called The King’s Children, ministering in southern California churches, and also served a very brief term as musical host for Dr. Gene Scott’s TV show on Channel 30 in Glendale. It was for The King’s Children that I wrote my first song: “I’m Tellin’ the Whole Wide World About Jesus.”

I sometimes took a team of ministry to the Union Rescue Mission in the skid row section of Los Angeles, preaching to the winos and other down-and-outers who wanted something to eat and a place to sleep but had to sit through a religious service first. We would sing our gospel songs and one of us would preach, looking out at the rows of unshaven, bored, hungover and sleeping men who were forced to endure our wisdom before the doors to the dining room were opened. We truly thought we were helping these men, offering them hope in place of despair. Once in a while one of them would shout “Amen!” but that might have meant “enough” instead of “bravo.”

For several years I wrote and produced Gospel Light’s VBS Mini-Musicales, short, easy-to-perform cantatas with three or four songs. Gospel Light Publications is one of the leading Sunday School and children’s curriculum publishers in the world. I enjoyed working with Christian outreach groups, children’s ministries, singers, publishers, missionaries, evangelists—anyone who was doing the work of the Lord. This was not a career for me. It was a ministry.

I used to think that everything that happened to me had a spiritual significance. If I was looking for a parking space and a car pulled out  of a space right near where I wanted to be, then I would say, “Thank you, Jesus, for giving me a place to park.” If I had to park six blocks away, I would say, “Thank you, Jesus, for teaching me patience.” The bible says “All things work together for good to them that love God.” I viewed all income as an undeserved gift from heaven. I tried to interpret every news event as fitting into God’s plan for the world. If something bad happened then I would say, “There is the price for evil.” If something good happened then I would say, “There is a sign of God’s blessing.” Any news from the Middle East was a sign that God was focusing attention on the site of the arena for the last days, which was just around the corner. Nothing in my life was accidental. Every occurrence was a lesson to be learned, or a part of divine purpose, or a temptation from the Devil. Behind the visible world was a very real spiritual world inhabited by angels, demons, spirits and saints, all fighting to win my soul and demolish the other side. As you might imagine, this made my life very interesting.

One day I was driving home through the foothills east of Modesto, California. I was thinking about my ministry and praying that God would teach me how to follow his direction. I really wanted to obey God, to be a faithful servant, and to recognize His “true voice” in my spiritual ear. As I was traveling down the highway I “heard” my mind say, “Turn right.” I figured this had to be the voice of God, and if I was ever to learn how to obey I had better do what I was told. I turned right. The little road led off into farmland and I just kept driving, waiting for another signal. After a while I heard the voice again: “Turn left.” So I turned left. This kept up, turning here and there, and I was beginning to feel excited about what God might have in store for me when I got to wherever he was leading me. Maybe, I thought, there would be some lost, godless person who was desperate to hear the gospel. Or, maybe I would find a generous donor to my ministry.

I kept driving until I came to a dirt road out in the middle of nowhere, and I heard, “Turn here.” I turned and drove about a half-mile to a dead end in the middle of a cornfield. I stopped my car and turned off the engine, looking around for whatever it was that God had in mind. I really expected someone to come walking out of the corn, or something like that. After about 15 minutes I began to feel rather stupid. Then a few minutes later I realized that there must have been some other reason why God would bring me out to the dead-end of  a dirt road. It finally dawned on me: God was testing my faithfulness! With a warm feeling all over my body I felt the Spirit say, “I am proud of you, Dan. You are an obedient child. You can go now.”

Since I have become an atheist I often hear from believers who tell me that I could not possibly have been a true Christian or I would never have left Christianity. If I had truly known Jesus personally, like they do, then I would never have denied him. I must have been merely pretending to convince myself that God was real, they insist. Well, yes, I know exactly what they are saying. I used to preach that sermon. I preached it, believed it, knew it and felt it. If I did not have an authentic relationship with God, then why not? Why would God reveal himself to them, and not to me? I read the same bible, prayed with an open, humble spirit, and received inner confirmation of a “presence” witnessing to the truth of what I believed. If what I felt was phony, why would a good God allow me to be so deceived? (And how does anyone else know they are not being deceived as well?)

I had no doubts at all that what I experienced was authentic, not until near the end of my ministry. I sometimes ask these people, “Who are you to decide who is a true Christian?” Jesus said, “Ye shall know them by their fruits” and my life exhibited the “fruits of the spirit.” Paul wrote that “the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, longsuffering, gentleness, goodness, faith, meekness, temperance: against such there is no law.” I was not perfect—nobody is—but judging by the bible, no one else can make a stronger claim to being a Christian. I had been “born again” and believed it and announced it. I had been “filled with the spirit” and lived it. I had dedicated myself to a life of ministry. I was a “doer of the Word, not a hearer only.” I had lived by faith, putting my life, health and future on the line—how many “true believers” have done that? I prayed, spoke in tongues and “sang in the spirit.” I searched the scriptures for guidance. I knew that Jesus was my friend, lord and savior, and I had a daily inner dialogue with him, asking for help and praising him for his blessings. I had brought people to faith in Jesus and had seen many converts. I had heard countless testimonies of believers who told me they felt the “spirit of God” on my ministry (unless they were not true Christians either). There are people in the ministry today who credit me with helping to inspire them to preach and become ministers. I was invited and re-invited to minister in hundreds of Christian churches. How many “true Christians” can  say they have done as much? The reason I rejected Christianity was not because I did not understand or experience it. It wasn’t because I despised God or hated the Christian life. I loved what I was doing and never imagined throwing it away.

If I was not a true Christian, then nobody is.






Chapter Two

The Fall

It was 1979 and Jesus had not returned.

I was invited to speak at an American Baptist Church in Ontario, California, and before the meeting the pastor and I were talking in his office. I was surprised to hear him say, “We have a couple of members of our church who do not believe Adam and Eve were historical people.”

“What?” I thought. “And you let them remain members?”

“Don’t get me wrong,” he said. “I believe Adam and Eve were historical people, because the bible does not tell lies. But these members think the story may have been metaphor. Since they are great Christians, I don’t think this small disagreement is enough to matter.”

The pastor continued by saying that some people consider parts of the bible that appear historical to be simply stories with a moral lesson. They believe that when Jesus told the Parable of the Prodigal Son, he did not intend us to think that there existed an actual prodigal son person with an address and Social Security number. It is not the historical fact of the tale that is important—it is the underlying message that counts. If Jesus can make up stories, why can’t other biblical writers? Some people think the story of Adam and Eve was a Hebrew parable created by the ancient Israelites to explain the origin of the sinful human race, and the moral lesson is what is important, not the physical existence of two protohumans, with or without navels.

I was shocked by this kind of talk. Liberal talk. The fundamentalist mindset does not allow this latitude. To the fundamentalist there is no gray area. Everything is black or white, true or false, right or wrong. Jesus reportedly said: “I wish that you were cold or hot. So because you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I will spit you out of my mouth.” (Revelation 3:15-16, and not a very nice image.) As a fundamentalist, I used to dislike liberals more than atheists, because with  atheists, you at least knew where they stood. (This was a principle only: I didn’t actually know any atheists—well, I probably did, but I didn’t know that I knew any atheists. That ought to tell us something right there.) Atheists are cold and true Christians are hot, but liberals are lukewarm. Liberals have “a form of godliness, but denying the power thereof” and offer more of a temptation away from devout faith than any atheist could pose. I felt that attempting to learn what a liberal Christian believes was like trying to nail Jell-O to a tree.

The next time you talk with an extreme fundamentalist, beware. If you use gray talk—relativistic, situational, provisional, tentative—that will translate to black. That is why the issue of Adam and Eve was so distressing to me. I’m embarrassed to admit this now, but it was a big deal back then, and still is to bible literalists. (Yes, even fundamentalists know there is metaphor in the bible. When Jesus said “I am the door” we did not think he had hinges or a doorknob. But in the absence of any indication or justification for treating the plain words of the text figuratively, we had to take it at face value.)

In order to maintain a fellowship with Christians who had a slightly different view, I made this little shift in my mind, a move that to most readers would seem simple enough, but to me was a huge and dangerous leap. I did not jettison the historical Adam and Eve—that would have been too much and impossible at the time. What I did was say, “Okay, I believe Adam and Eve were historical, of course, because the bible does not indicate Genesis is a parable or metaphor, but that should not stop me from fellowshipping with believers who might feel differently about it.” Those Christians who had a tiny variance from my theology were not bad people. They worshipped God and promoted Christianity. They were not going to hell for a sincere difference of opinion. I could still call them brothers or sisters in Christ. That was a little nudge in the direction of tolerance, but a gargantuan spiritual (and psychological) concession to make. I discovered that I could live with a small amount of gray. Not that I liked it, but I could do it.

That was the first of many little steps over the next few years. Those initial and timid movements away from fundamentalism were psychologically more traumatic than the intellectual flying leaps that came later. When you are raised to believe that every word in the bible is God-inspired and inerrant, you can’t lightly moderate your views on scripture.

I was about 30 years old when I started to have these early questions about Christianity. Not doubts, just questions. I was working on two more musicals for Manna Music—Everywhere That Mary Went  and Penny, about the one lost lamb that was missing from the fold of 100—which I never finished because my views were changing as I was trying to write. The continental plates were shifting imperceptibly. I didn’t have any problems at that time with Christianity. I loved my Christian life, I believed in what I was doing, and it felt right. However, my mind must have been restless to move beyond the simplicities of fundamentalism. I had been so involved with fundamentalist and evangelical matters that I had been ignoring a part of myself that was beginning to ask for attention. It was as if there were this little knock on my skull and something was saying, “Hello! Anybody home?” I was starving and didn’t know it, like when you are working hard on a project and you forget to eat and you don’t know you are hungry until you are really hungry. I had been reading the Christian writers (Francis Schaeffer, Josh McDowell, C. S. Lewis, etc.) and really had not read much of anything else besides the bible for years. So, not with any real purpose in mind, I began to scratch this intellectual itch. I read some science magazines, some philosophy, psychology and daily newspapers (!), and began to catch up on the true liberal arts education I would have had years before if I had gone to a real college. This triggered what later became a ravenous appetite to learn, and produced a slow but steady migration across the theological spectrum that took about four or five years.

I was not aiming for doubt or atheism. I thought each little move was the last one. “Ah, I’m growing more mature in my beliefs,” I told myself. I originally thought my faith was being strengthened by this additional information, when it was actually my knowledge that was being strengthened. I had no sudden, eye-opening experience. When you are raised like I was, you don’t just wake up one morning, snap your fingers and say, “Oh, silly me! There’s no God.” It was a slow, sometimes wrenching, halting, circuitous process.

Since I had become an independent evangelist, with no local congregation to answer to (the church in Standard did not end up functioning as a home base), I perhaps felt freer to experiment intellectually and to investigate what other Christians believed. I didn’t study nonbelief (how would I know how to do that?), I studied other believers. As I  visited different congregations that represented many varieties of faith, it slowly dawned on me that there is no single Christianity—there are thousands of Christianities. (There may be as many Christianities as there are Christians.) There are many hundreds of denominations and sects, and each one of them can open the bible and prove that theirs is the correct interpretation and the others are all off in some way, either slightly aberrant or grossly wrong. They can all do that.

Paul wrote that “God is not the author of confusion,” but can you think of a book that has caused more confusion than the bible?

Jesus still had not returned, obviously, and I began to realize that it was not going to happen. Every generation of Christians, including the first, has thought they were living in the “end times.” Jesus is reported as telling his disciples, “There be some standing here, which shall not taste of death, till they see the Son of man coming in his kingdom.” (Matthew 16:28) He promised, “Behold I come quickly.” (Revelation 3:11) But 2,000 years is not “quickly.” It slowly dawned on me—duh—that something was very wrong with what I believed. “Oh,” I thought. “I guess I am growing up here.”

Gradually, I began to swing across the theological continuum, becoming less and less fundamentalist and more of a moderate evangelical. I was accepting invitations to preach and sing in a variety of churches, mostly evangelical, but also in some moderate and liberal congregations that had performed my music. My sermons began to have less hell and more love. I talked less about the afterlife and more about living this life. (I was raising four growing kids by now.) I was still a strong, committed believer, but preaching less evangelism and more “Christian walk.”

I vividly remember driving the freeways of southern California and running all of this through my mind, talking with “God,” talking with myself, arguing, rebutting, weighing emotion against reason, asking what it was all about. One thought kept rising to the surface, as if spoken from somewhere else: “Something is wrong.” I couldn’t figure it out. I couldn’t really articulate the questions properly, but a voice in my mind kept saying, “Something is wrong. Admit it.” I think that was the voice of honesty—I knew it was not the voice of God.

I think it was at this point that I made the leap, not to atheism, but to the commitment to follow reason and evidence wherever they might lead, even if it meant taking me away from my cherished beliefs.  As the months passed, that voice kept getting louder: “Something is wrong.”

After a couple of years of this process of reevaluation, I had migrated into a more moderate position, where I still held the basic theological beliefs but discarded many lesser doctrines as either nonessential or untrue. I remember the way I was thinking then: every Christian has a particular hierarchy of doctrines and practices, and most Christians arrange their hierarchy in roughly the same manner. The existence of God is at the top, the deity of Jesus just below that, and so on down to the bottom of the list, where you find issues like whether women should wear jewelry or makeup in church. What distinguishes many brands of Christianity is where they draw their line between what is essential and what is not. Extreme fundamentalists draw the line way down at the bottom of the list, making all doctrines above it equally necessary. Moderates draw the line somewhere up in the middle of the list. Liberals draw the line way up at the top, not caring if the bible is inerrant or if Jesus existed historically, but holding on to the existence of God, however he or she is defined, maintaining the general usefulness of religion, and valuing rituals to give structure or meaning to life.

As I traveled across the spectrum, I kept drawing my line higher and higher. I read some liberal and neo-conservative theologians, such as Tillich and Bultmann. These authors, though perhaps flawed in this or that area, appeared to be intelligent and caring human beings who were using their minds and doing their best to come to an understanding of truth. They were not evil servants of Satan attempting to distract believers from the literal truth of the bible. I came to respect these thinkers and even to admire some of their views, without necessarily embracing the whole package. After a couple more years of evolving theology, I became one of these hated liberals, in my own mind, though few people suspected it. God did not spit me out of his mouth.

Interestingly, during this waning of faith, I could still “talk with God.” I prayed and spoke in tongues and it felt the same as always. I was not an atheist yet, but since I was doubting everything else, I began to wonder if I should question my own inner experience. After all, followers of other religions report mystical and spiritual trances, so maybe I should not trust my own subjective emotions. Maybe I should put myself under the microscope. If everyone else could be wrong, then so could I. My religious experiences did not get weaker. They did  not start to feel hollow or empty. (In fact, I can still reproduce those feelings today, just as strong.) What happened is that another part of my mind—the rational mind—started looking at the emotional part of my mind as if from a distance. I became my own test subject. “Look at that! I’m talking with God. It sure feels real, but it must be a trick of the brain.” It had to be a trick of the brain, since it was beginning to look like a personal god probably did not exist. What a strange and wonderful thing to realize.

At that time in my migration, with my theology trying to keep pace with my intellectual and rational maturing, I still believed in a god but had no idea how to define it. All the while, I was still getting invitations to preach and sing in various churches, many of which were fundamentalist and conservative evangelical. Long before then I had stopped my direct “soul winning” sermons and tailored my message to be palatable to just about any church. This was easy since most of the churches that invited me at that time were interested in my published music, so I could simply perform a number of songs with brief inspirational introductions and keep the preaching to a minimum. I was able to adjust to the expectations of the audience, becoming more or less evangelistic according to the flavor of each church. Even then, I felt somewhat hypocritical, often hearing myself mouth words about which I was no longer sure, but words that the audience wanted to hear.

In my secret life of private reading I was impressed with enlightened writers in science magazines. In particular, an article by Ben Bova about “Creationist’s Equal Time” in OMNI magazine turned the lens around so that I was gazing back at the fundamentalist mindset. The article laid bare the dishonesty of the “equal time for creationism in the science class” argument by asking how many Christians would welcome a chapter about evolution inserted between Genesis and Exodus. I became more and more embarrassed at what I used to believe, and more attracted to rational thought. Like an ancient bone that slowly fossilizes, the bible became less and less reliable as a source of truth and reason slowly took its place. I found myself asking heretical questions.

Where did we get the idea that words on a page speak truth? Shouldn’t truth be the result of investigation and analysis?

If I think it is so easy for millions of people to be misled into a false religion because of a tendency to believe error, what makes me exempt?

If the Prodigal Son is a parable and Adam and Eve are a metaphor, then why is God himself not one huge figure of speech?

I kept moving and moving, picking up the pace, enjoying the scary feeling of “growing up” and learning. My mind felt like it was waking up. In my thirst for knowledge I did not limit myself to Christian authors since I also wanted to understand the reasoning behind non-Christian thinking. I figured the only way to truly grasp a subject was to look at it from all sides. If I had limited myself to Christian books I would probably still be a Christian today. I read philosophy, theology, science and psychology. I studied evolution and natural history. At first I laughed at these worldly thinkers, but I eventually started discovering some disturbing facts—facts that discredited Christianity. I tried to ignore these facts because they did not integrate with my religious worldview.

During those years of migration, I went through an intense inner conflict. On the one hand I was happy with the direction and fulfillment of my Christian life; on the other hand, my intellectual doubts were sprouting all over. Faith and reason began a war within me. And it kept escalating. I would cry out to God for answers, and none would come. Like the lonely heart who keeps waiting for the phone to ring, I kept trusting that God would someday come through. He never did.

The only proposed answer was faith, and I gradually grew to dislike the smell of that word. I finally realized that faith is a cop-out, a defeat—an admission that the truths of religion are unknowable through evidence and reason. It is only indemonstrable assertions that require the suspension of reason, and weak ideas that require faith. Biblical contradictions became more and more discrepant, and apologist arguments became more and more absurd. When I finally discarded faith, things became more and more clear.

But don’t imagine that this was an easy process. It was like tearing my whole frame of reality to pieces, ripping to shreds the fabric of meaning and hope, betraying the values of existence. It hurt badly. It was like spitting on my mother, or like throwing one of my children out a window. It was sacrilege. All of my bases for thinking and values had to be restructured. Adding to that inner conflict was the outer conflict of reputation. Did I really want to discard the respect I had so carefully built over so many years with so many important people? But even so, I couldn’t be distracted from the questions that had come to  the forefront. Finally, at the far end of my theological migration, I was forced to admit that there is no basis for believing that a god exists, except faith, and faith was not satisfactory to me.

I did not lose my faith—I gave it up purposely. The motivation that drove me into the ministry—to know and speak the truth—is the same that drove me out.

I lost faith in faith.

I was forced to admit that the bible is not a reliable source of truth: it is unscientific, irrational, contradictory, absurd, unhistorical, uninspiring and morally unsatisfying. (I talk about this in later chapters.) Beliefs that used to be so precious were melting away, one by one. It was like peeling back the layers of an onion, eliminating the nonessential doctrines to see what was at the core, and I just kept peeling and peeling until there was nothing left. The line that I was drawing under essential doctrines kept rising until it popped right off the top of the list. I threw out all the bath water and discovered there was no baby there!

Opening my eyes to the real world, stripped of dogma, faith and loyalty to tradition, I could finally see clearly that there was no evidence for a god, no coherent definition of a god, no good argument for the existence of a god, no agreement among believers as to the nature or moral principles of “God,” and no good answers to the positive arguments against the existence of a god, such as the problem of evil. And beyond all that, there is no need for a god. Millions of good people live happy, productive, moral lives without believing in a god.

People sometimes ask me, “What was the one thing that caused you to change your mind?” I guess they are thinking that if they can “fix” that one thing, then I will go back to faith. But there was no “one thing.” It was a gradual process. It would be like asking, “When did you grow up?” We can all point to a general period in our lives, but not to a specific moment. (I once asked that question during a talk at a Unitarian Church in Michigan and a woman spoke up and said, “I remember the exact moment, but I forget his name.”) It is good that there was no “one thing.” I do remember a number of poignant moments of realization, but these were the result of my skepticism, not the cause.

It was during the summer of 1983 when I told myself that I was an atheist. Nobody else knew this for about four or five lonely months.  Maybe a couple of my friends, and my wife, were suspecting something was askew, but since I still had a pretty successful ministry the outward appearance was as if little had changed. As far as I was concerned, I was the only atheist in the world. I knew there must be other atheists out there, but that was irrelevant. I did not become an atheist because I wanted to join a club. I was not converted by the “atheist movement.” I saw no atheist evangelist on TV who persuaded me to change my views. I came to it all on my own, and that’s how it should be. Almost every other atheist and agnostic I have met since then, who was raised religious, tells the same story: it is a private, independent process of free thinking. That is what gives it strength. It makes my conclusions my very own, valued because of the precious process of being forged and proved in my own mind.

Between the summer and Christmas of 1983 I went through an awful period of hypocrisy. (Can an atheist make a confession? I suppose I am now asking forgiveness from other freethinkers. What should my penance be?) I was still preaching, and I hated myself. I was living with the momentum of a lifetime of Christian service, still receiving invitations to minister, still feeding my family with honoraria from ministry and singing engagements in churches and Christian schools. I knew I should have just cut it off cleanly, but I didn’t have the courage or clear-sighted vision to know how to do that. In preparation for some vague need for what might lie ahead, I took some classes in computer programming, telling my wife that I enjoyed computers and that perhaps I could supplement our income with this skill. Right away I got a job as a part-time programmer of 68000 Assembly Language for a company that makes monitoring systems for the petroleum industry. This eventually turned into a full-time job. (A year later, as an open atheist, I worked as a programmer/analyst designing and coding dispatching systems for the railroads, and I got to do a lot of fun, onsite installation and testing of a real-time multi-tasking system for N&W and Burlington Northern in the Midwest.) This provided me with the perfect transitional job—a way to ease out of ministry. I was still preaching on the weekends and doing some occasional record production at night, but in my mind I was letting go of the ministry. I had no choice.

In November, still a hypocrite, I accepted an invitation to preach in Mexicali, a Mexican city on the California border. I like that town. Even though I no longer believed what I was preaching, I still enjoyed  the travel and the many friends I had south of the border. The night after a service in an adobe mission in the Mexicali Valley south of town, I went to bed on a burlap cot in a Sunday School room that doubled as a guest room for visiting preachers. I didn’t sleep much that night. I could see some stars out the window, and I remember staring up at the ceiling as if I were gazing right up into outer space, contemplating my place in the universe. It was at that moment that I experienced the startling reality that I was alone. Completely and utterly alone. There was no supernatural realm, no God, no Devil, no demons, no angels helping me from the other side. No big eyeball judging my thoughts and actions. I am a biological organism in a natural environment, and that is all there is. The stars ingest and recycle matter and energy, and I saw myself as a little, low-wattage star, glowing faintly in the dark universe, destined to burn out like a sun after it has spent its fuel. It was simultaneously a frightening and liberating experience. Maybe first-time skydivers or space walkers have a similar sensation. I just knew that everything had come to rest, that the struggle was over, that I had truly shed the cocoon and I was, for the first time in my life, that “new creature” of which the bible so ignorantly speaks. I had at last graduated from the childish need to look outside myself to decide who I was as a person. This was no mystical experience, but it was uplifting. It was like learning that the charges against me had been dropped for a crime of which I had been falsely accused. I was free to put the matter aside and get on with life.

I was right at the point of figuring out how to end the charade and come out to the world as an atheist, but in a sense, I am glad I went through those months of hypocrisy. I learned something important from that strange vantage point. I remember standing in the pulpit, hearing myself speak words that I no longer believed, seeing the audience react as before. After one service, a woman came up to me with tears in her eyes and said, “Reverend Barker, your sermon was so meaningful. I want you to know that I felt the spirit of God on your ministry tonight!” And I thought, “You did? What does that tell us about the game we are playing?” Of course, I would have said (as many do) that it doesn’t matter who speaks the word of God, and that even though I was a nonbeliever, the message is the same. But this woman told me that she “felt the spirit” on my ministry. I realized that the whole sermon /worship setup is a huge drama that we are all acting out, not just  the person in the pulpit, but the audience as self-selected participants without whom there could be no preaching. We were all playing along with the illusionary meaningfulness of it all.

The last time I stood before a congregation as a minister was the following month, during the Christmas week of 1983. I had flown up to San Jose for meetings in one church, and after that I drove a rental car over to Auburn, northeast of Sacramento, to do a Christmas concert for a young, growing congregation meeting in a public school building. The arrangement was for the Auburn church to provide my plane ticket back to Southern California. They had made a hoopla of the occasion, and as I entered the building I saw that the church was packed with townsfolk.

Before the meeting, I met in a side room with the pastors and other leaders of the church, and we all held hands in a circle and prayed for God’s blessing on the evening, a very familiar but now strangely foreign ritual. They were especially excited because there was a man in the audience who was in church for the very first time. The man’s name was Harry, and he was the town atheist! Everybody liked Harry. He was a respected businessman who would give you the shirt off his back, but he wasn’t a Christian. Harry had recently remarried, and his new wife had become born-again and had convinced him to attend church with her for the Christmas concert. Harry came because he loved music and wouldn’t be just sitting through a sermon. They were all praying that my ministry would influence Harry that evening, and that Harry would turn his life over to Jesus Christ. They laid hands on me and prayed loudly that God would instill a very special blessing on my ministry so that Harry would be saved.

I was dreading the concert, hating myself with every ounce of disdain. As I walked up to the grand piano that was sitting under the spotlight, I tried to scan for Harry, though I had no idea what he looked like. Everyone was seated in near darkness, as if I was singing to a faceless congregation. So, in my mind I was singing to Harry, and to Harry alone. I went through the motions and performed my songs, thinking how utterly stupid they were and how ridiculous I must be sounding to Harry. Between songs I did my patter, tiny sermonettes that tied things together. It was one of the most difficult things I have ever had to do in my life. It took a tremendous effort just to get the words out, words that I no longer believed. It can still make me cry to think back  on that moment. At a couple of points I just stopped talking, deadly silent, blank as a new sheet of paper. The audience must have thought that the Holy Spirit was moving in my soul. I somehow managed to fall back on showmanship and willed myself to continue. At one point near the end of the concert I almost lost it. I was singing some of my particularly dumb lyrics and almost stopped right in the middle of the song to say, “This is crap.” I wanted to turn to the audience and say, “Harry! You are right. I’m sorry. There is no God, and this is mumbojumbo nonsense.” But I avoided that dramatic possibility and somehow, like Pagliacci, got through the performance. Besides, they hadn’t yet given me my plane ticket back home.

Afterward, certain people were invited over to the pastor’s home for Christmas refreshments. Harry and his wife showed up. I guessed that this was supposed to be my opportunity to “lay it on” to Harry and convert him to Jesus, but I didn’t talk to Harry at all that night, except maybe to shake his hand. I was so ashamed of myself, so embarrassed at how we were treating this man, singling him out like he had a social disease. I sat near the Christmas tree, Harry sat across the room in an armchair, and I avoided eye contact. How I was wishing everything were different, that I was really free and grown up and that he and I could just get together and talk. I don’t know if I would have liked Harry or not. I don’t know if he would have had anything profound to say, or if he would have even cared about my dilemma. But I respected the man immensely. He had the courage to be different. Sometime during the little party the pastor spoke up and said something about how nice it was for all of us to get together to celebrate the birth of the Savior, and Harry in a loud voice immediately said, “Not all of us.” He was fearless. He seemed proud to be identified as an atheist, and happy to be an independent thinker. The sermons and songs of the thousands of dedicated Christians I had ever known did not measure up to that one simple and brave comment spoken by an unbeliever.

I never preached another sermon. I never accepted another invitation to perform a religious concert. To be fair to myself and to everyone else, I knew that I had to cut it off quickly and cleanly. In January 1984 I wrote a letter to everyone I could think of—ministers, friends, relatives, publishing companies, Christian recording artists, fellow missionaries—breaking it off for good, telling them that I was no longer a Christian, that I was an atheist or agnostic (I didn’t have  the distinction clear in my mind then), that I would no longer accept invitations to preach or perform Christian music, and that I hoped we could keep a dialogue open. I remember that moment, hesitating for a few seconds at the mailbox beside Chaffey High School in Ontario, California, holding those dozens of envelopes in my hand and thinking, “This is it.” Dropping those letters into the slot was a million times more satisfying than any religious experience. It was real.
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