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Foreword 

The Power of a Single Question 

Every reformation in human history began with a question. Not a weapon, not an army, not a political 
movement , a question. Martin Luther did not walk to the door of the Wittenberg church with a sword. 
He carried a list of questions. William Wilberforce did not dismantle the slave trade with force. He asked, 
persistently and publicly, a question that polite society had agreed never to ask: by what right do we own 

another human being? 

Questions are the most dangerous thing in any closed system. They do not need to be angry to be 
threatening. They only need to be honest. And honesty, in a world of comfortable assumptions, is the 
most radical act available to an ordinary person. 

This book is a collection of honest questions. Some of them were asked of me by others. Some I found 
buried in history books that my tradition preferred not to discuss. Others arrived in the middle of the 
night, when the defenses were down and the usual reassurances refused to come. All of them, in one way 
or another, changed the way I see. 

Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to 
you. For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one who 
knocks it will be opened. 

Matthew 7:7–8 

I have written this book for the person who suspects, somewhere beneath the practiced certainty, that 
there are questions they have been quietly afraid to ask. Not because the questions are wrong, but 
because of what the answers might require. This book will not answer every question it raises. What it 

will do is insist that the questions deserve to be raised, examined honestly, and followed wherever they 
lead. 

That is not the enemy of faith. It is, I believe, the highest form of it. 
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Introduction 

Why Some Questions Make People Uncomfortable 

There is a certain kind of question that produces a particular kind of silence. Not the thoughtful silence 
of someone working through an answer, but the stiff silence of someone who has decided, before 

thinking, that the question itself should not have been asked. You know the silence. Perhaps you have 
produced it yourself, in someone else, by asking the wrong thing at the wrong moment. Perhaps it has 

been directed at you. 

This book is concerned with that silence. With what it protects. With what it costs. And with the people 
who, despite the silence, kept asking anyway. 

The questions gathered here are not random. They follow a particular shape. They begin with truth 
itself, with the foundations of how any of us can claim to know what we know. They move through 
authority, prophecy, scripture, history, identity, and psychology. They arrive, finally, at the hardest 

questions: the ones that are not abstract challenges to a system, but personal challenges to the self. 

The most important question may not be whether we have all the answers, but 
whether we are willing to ask the questions that others would rather avoid. 

 

These questions are not written to destroy faith. They are written to test it. And a faith that cannot 
survive honest examination was never as solid as it appeared. If the foundations are true, they will hold. 
If they are not, then we need to know. Surely we need to know. What could matter more than that? 

Each chapter in this book focuses on a single question. Each question opens a door. Behind some of 

those doors is fresh air and unexpected light. Behind others is the uncomfortable recognition that we 
have been living in a smaller room than we needed to. In all cases, the act of opening the door is worth 

more than the comfort of leaving it closed. 
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P A R T  I  

Questions About Truth 

Before we can examine anything else, we must examine how we know what we know. 
Part I : Ques tions Abo ut Truth 

C H A P T E R  1  

What If We Are Wrong? 

This is the question that most communities of conviction find hardest to sit with. Not because it is 

logically difficult, it is, in fact, quite simple, but because it carries an emotional weight that most systems 
are designed to deflect. What if we are wrong? 

Notice that the question does not say we are wrong. It does not even suggest we are probably wrong. It 
only asks us to entertain the possibility. And yet, for many sincere believers in many sincere traditions, 
even that small act of imagination feels like betrayal. 

Why? Because our beliefs are not merely intellectual positions. They are woven into our identity, our 

community, our daily rhythms, our hopes for eternity. To ask "what if we are wrong?" is not just to 
question a doctrine, it is to question the ground we stand on. And the ground beneath our feet, even 

when it is unstable, feels more secure than the air above us. 

Every group that has ever been wrong was once absolutely certain it was right. 
Certainty is not the same as correctness. 

 

History is crowded with people who were completely, sincerely, fervently wrong. The defenders of 
geocentrism were not stupid people, they were learned scholars working from the best frameworks they 
had. The theologians who argued that slavery was divinely sanctioned were, many of them, devout and 
careful readers of Scripture. The confidence they felt was real. The thing they were confident about was 
not. 

This does not mean we should abandon confidence altogether. It means we should examine what our 

confidence is actually built on. Is it built on evidence that we have honestly weighed? Or is it built on 
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the fact that the people around us share it, that we have always held it, that challenging it would cost us 
something we are not prepared to lose? 

The willingness to ask "what if we are wrong?" is not a weakness. It is the beginning of intellectual 
honesty. And intellectual honesty, practiced with humility and courage, is one of the most faithful 
things a human being can do. 
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C H A P T E R  2  

How Would We Know If We Were Wrong? 

This question is, in some ways, more searching than the first. It is possible to acknowledge, in the 
abstract, that one might be wrong, and then to construct one’s belief system in such a way that no 
evidence could ever demonstrate it. When that happens, the acknowledgment is hollow. 

A belief system that cannot in principle be shown to be wrong is not a confident belief system. It is a 
closed one. And closed systems have a particular vulnerability: they cannot learn. They can grow more 

elaborate, more internally consistent, more finely articulated, but they cannot actually change in 

response to evidence, because they have decided in advance that no evidence will be permitted to 
challenge them. 

Test everything; hold fast what is good. 
1 Thessalonians 5:21 

The Apostle Paul’s instruction to test everything presupposes that some things, when tested, will fail the 

test. A testing process that is designed only to confirm what is already believed is not testing at all, it is 

theater. Real testing means asking, in good faith: What would I need to see in order to conclude that this 
is false? And then actually looking. 

This is not a call to skepticism for its own sake. It is a call to the kind of epistemic honesty that truth 
requires. If our beliefs are true, they will survive examination. If they cannot survive examination, that 
is important information, and we owe it to ourselves, and to God, to take that information seriously. 
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C H A P T E R  3  

Why Do We Assume We Are Right? 

Every person reading this book believes things that other intelligent, sincere, prayerful people do not 
believe. The question is not whether that is true, it obviously is. The question is why we so naturally 
assume that we are the ones who have it right, and they are the ones who are mistaken. 

The most honest answer is also the most uncomfortable one: we assume we are right largely because we 
are us. We were raised in a particular place, by particular people, in a particular tradition. We absorbed 

our framework of belief the way we absorbed our mother tongue, before we had the tools to evaluate it, 

before we had encountered the alternatives, before we even knew there were alternatives to encounter. 
And then we spent the rest of our lives reading, learning, and experiencing within a world largely filtered 
through that framework. 

If you had been born in a different city, to different parents, in a different century, 
would you hold the same beliefs you hold today? 

 

This is not a cynical observation. It is simply true of every human being, including the people we most 
admire, including the people whose faith most inspires us. The question it raises is not "should we 
therefore abandon our beliefs?" The question it raises is: are we humble enough to hold our beliefs with 
open hands, confident enough to act on them, honest enough to keep examining them? 



Q U E S T I O N S  N O B O D Y  W A N T E D  M E  T O  A S K  

13 

C H A P T E R  4  

Can Sincerity Be Mistaken? 

Sincerity is one of the most prized virtues in religious life. We admire it in preachers, in missionaries, in 
the elderly saint whose whole demeanor radiates a lifetime of genuine devotion. And sincerity is 
genuinely valuable, it is far better than cynicism, far better than performance, far better than the cold 
recitation of doctrines one has long since stopped believing. 

But sincerity is not a guide to truth. It is a quality of the person, not of the proposition. A person can be 

entirely, completely, heartbreakingly sincere, and entirely, completely wrong. The history of religion is 

filled with sincere people who sincerely did terrible things in the name of God. The sincerity did not 
protect them. It did not protect their victims. 

This is important to understand because "but they were so sincere" is often offered as a defense that is 
supposed to end the conversation. It should not end the conversation. It should begin a harder one. 
Sincere people can be mistaken. Sincere communities can be mistaken. Sincerely held traditions can be 
built on foundations that will not bear the weight placed upon them. 

The remedy is not insincerity. The remedy is to add to sincerity the rigorous, humble, ongoing practice 
of asking whether what we sincerely believe is actually true. 
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C H A P T E R  5  

Is Certainty the Same as Truth? 

We live in an age that is suspicious of certainty, and in some respects, rightly so. But the antidote to false 
certainty is not a paralysis that refuses to commit to anything. The antidote is the recognition that 
certainty is an internal state, while truth is an external fact, and the two are not the same thing. 

I can be certain of something false. I can be uncertain of something true. My level of confidence is a 
report about my psychology, not a report about reality. This matters enormously for how we hold our 

beliefs, how we engage with those who disagree with us, and how we respond when evidence challenges 

what we thought we knew. 

For now we see in a mirror dimly, but then face to face. Now I know in part; then I 
shall know fully, even as I have been fully known. 

1 Corinthians 13:12 

The Apostle Paul, who was not a man lacking in conviction, acknowledged that his knowledge was 
partial. He did not use that acknowledgment to justify passivity. But he held his certainty with a quality 

of humility that recognized the difference between seeing clearly and seeing fully. That posture, 
convicted but humble, confident but teachable, is the one this book invites. 
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C H A P T E R  6  

What Evidence Would Change My Mind? 

This is perhaps the most practically useful question in this entire book, and one of the least often asked 
in religious communities. What evidence would change your mind? Not what argument, arguments can 
be dismissed, reframed, attributed to wrong motives. What evidence? 

If your honest answer is "nothing could change my mind," then you have not described faith. You have 
described a closed loop, a belief that is, by design, immune to revision. That is a very different thing from 

the faith described in Scripture, which consistently calls its adherents to examine, to test, to reason, to 

seek. 

If you find yourself unable to answer this question, unable to name any evidence that would cause you 
to reconsider, that is worth examining carefully. It may mean that your belief is genuinely unfalsifiable 
by its nature. Or it may mean that you have, somewhere along the way, decided that the cost of changing 
your mind is too high to pay. Those are very different situations, and they require very different 
responses. 

The person who cannot describe what would change their mind has confused 
conviction with invulnerability. 
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P A R T  I I  

Questions About Authority 

Who speaks for God, and how do we know? 
Part II : Questio ns About Authority 

C H A P T E R  7  

Who Decides Doctrine? 

Every Christian tradition answers this question, though not always out loud. Some say the Pope. Some 

say Scripture alone. Some say the consensus of the early church fathers. Some say a living prophet. Some 
say a committee of scholars. Some say the local congregation. The answers vary widely, but the question 
cannot be avoided, because doctrine does not interpret itself. 

Someone, somewhere, decided what the Bible means on every contested question. That process of 
deciding, who was involved, how it happened, what considerations were weighed, whose voices were 
heard and whose were silenced, is not a peripheral concern. It is the center of the matter. The beliefs you 

hold did not descend from heaven pre-packaged. They were worked out by human beings, in specific 
historical moments, under specific pressures, with specific limitations. 

Understanding that does not automatically invalidate those beliefs. But it changes how we should hold 
them, with the awareness that doctrinal history is human history, and human history is complicated, 
and complication is not something to fear but something to engage honestly. 
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C H A P T E R  8  

What Happens When Leaders Disagree? 

Every tradition that claims to have authoritative leadership has faced this problem. The leaders disagree. 
They have always disagreed. The history of Christianity is, in large measure, the history of leaders 
disagreeing with other leaders, sometimes peacefully, sometimes violently, almost always with each side 
claiming divine sanction for their position. 

When the leaders of a community disagree publicly, the community faces a choice. It can pretend the 

disagreement is not happening. It can pick a side and demonize the other. Or it can use the disagreement 

as an occasion to ask the harder question: if both leaders claim to be guided by God and Scripture, and 
they arrive at opposite conclusions, what does that tell us about the nature of biblical interpretation? 

A tradition that cannot acknowledge internal disagreement cannot learn from it. 

 

The most mature communities are those that can hold disagreement without either pretending it does 

not exist or allowing it to destroy the fellowship. That kind of maturity requires the willingness to ask 
hard questions about authority, interpretation, and the nature of theological certainty, questions that 
this book exists to open, not to close. 
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C H A P T E R  9  

Can a Church Be Wrong? 

Most Christians would answer this question yes in the abstract, yes, other churches can be wrong. The 
harder question is whether my church can be wrong. Not other churches. Mine. 

History insists the answer is yes. Every church that has ever corrected itself, revised a doctrine, apologized 
for a historic position, changed a practice that was once defended with Scripture, has demonstrated that 
churches can be wrong. The Catholic Church has acknowledged errors. Protestant denominations have 

revised foundational positions. Adventist pioneers held beliefs that the movement later quietly set aside. 

If churches can be wrong, and clearly they can, then the question is not whether your church might be 
wrong about something, but which things, and how you would know. That question requires exactly 
the kind of honest inquiry this book advocates: not hostility, not cynicism, but careful, honest, humble 
examination of the foundations. 
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C H A P T E R  1 0  

Who Has the Final Authority? 

The Reformation’s great cry was sola scriptura, Scripture alone. But Scripture does not interpret itself. 
Every claim to follow Scripture alone is, in practice, a claim to follow a particular interpretation of 
Scripture, and interpretations are made by people, not handed down from clouds. 

This is not a problem unique to any one tradition. It is the universal human condition when it comes to 
sacred texts. The question "who has the final authority?" cannot be answered simply by pointing to the 

Bible, because the pointed finger itself is performing an interpretive act. Which parts of the Bible? 

Interpreted how? By whom? Using what principles? 

These are not unanswerable questions. But they are questions that require more than a reflex. They 
require the careful, honest acknowledgment that every appeal to final authority is filtered through 
human minds, human languages, human traditions, and that humility about that fact is not the enemy 
of conviction. It is its necessary companion. 
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C H A P T E R  1 1  

Does Tradition Influence Interpretation? 

The answer, of course, is yes. The more interesting question is how, and whether we are aware of it when 
it is happening. We do not come to the Bible as blank slates. We come as people who have been told 
what it means, by parents, teachers, pastors, commentaries, hymns, Sunday school classes, before we ever 
had the tools to evaluate those interpretations for ourselves. 

By the time most people are capable of independent biblical reasoning, the tradition has already done 

most of the interpretive work. We read the text through the lens we have been given. That is not 

something to be ashamed of, it is the human condition, and it applies equally to everyone who has ever 
read a sacred text. But it is something to be aware of, because awareness is the beginning of the capacity 
to ask whether the lens is accurate. 

Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, 
that by testing you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and acceptable 
and perfect. 

Romans 12:2 

The call to have a renewed mind, a mind capable of genuine discernment, is not a call to discard all 

tradition. It is a call to hold tradition accountable to truth. That requires the willingness to notice when 
the tradition is doing the interpretive work, to step back and ask whether it is doing it correctly, and to 
be willing to follow the answer wherever it leads. 
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C H A P T E R  1 2  

Can an Organization Become More Important 
Than Truth? 

Organizations develop self-preservation instincts. That is not malicious, it is nearly inevitable. When an 
institution has existed long enough, accumulated enough members, enough history, enough 

infrastructure, enough identity, its continued existence begins to feel sacred in itself. Challenges to the 
institution begin to feel like attacks on the cause the institution was built to serve. 

This is one of the most spiritually dangerous dynamics in religious life. When the organization becomes 
the thing being protected, when doctrines are defended not because they are true but because revising 
them would embarrass the leadership, when histories are managed rather than examined, when 
questioners are marginalized not because their questions are wrong but because the questions are 
inconvenient, the organization has made itself more important than the truth it was built to serve. 

When protecting the institution becomes more important than pursuing truth, the 
institution has already lost its way, even if no one has said so yet. 

 

The remedy is not to destroy institutions. Communities of faith need structure, and structure means 
institutions. The remedy is a culture within the institution that is genuinely committed to truth, that 
can acknowledge error, correct course, and welcome honest questions as the gifts they are. 
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P A R T  I I I  

Questions About Prophets 

If someone claims to speak for God, how do we evaluate that claim honestly? 
Part III : Ques tions About Prop hets 

C H A P T E R  1 3  

Can Prophets Make Mistakes? 

The biblical answer appears to be yes. The prophet Nathan told David to build the temple, and then 

received a correction from God and had to revise his counsel. Peter, who received direct revelation and 
walked with Jesus, had to be rebuked publicly by Paul for behavior that contradicted the gospel he 
preached. The scriptural record does not present its prophetic figures as infallible. 

Yet many traditions that claim a prophetic voice among their founders treat every word of that founder 
as equally authoritative, equally inspired, equally beyond challenge. This creates an impossible situation: 
when two statements by the same prophet contradict each other, the community must perform 

increasingly elaborate interpretive gymnastics to make both statements simultaneously true. 

A more honest approach would ask: what did the founder actually claim about the nature of their own 

prophetic gift? What did they say about their own fallibility? And what framework did they themselves 
provide for evaluating their work, not defensively, but honestly, in the light of the same biblical 
standards they applied to everyone else? 
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C H A P T E R  1 4  

How Much Error Is Too Much Error? 

This question makes people uncomfortable because it sounds like it is looking for an excuse to dismiss 
a prophetic ministry. That is not its purpose. Its purpose is to force clarity on a question that is usually 
left vague enough to be convenient. 

If a prophet can make mistakes, and the biblical evidence suggests they can, then some criterion must 
exist for distinguishing mistakes that are acceptable from patterns that should cause concern. Without 

such a criterion, "prophets can make mistakes" becomes a shield that deflects every challenge, no matter 

how serious. 

The Bible itself offers criteria. Deuteronomy 18 is the most explicit: a prophet whose prediction does 
not come to pass has not spoken for God. That standard, applied consistently, is a serious tool. The 
question this chapter raises is simply: are we applying it consistently? Or do we apply it to prophets we 
want to discredit, and find reasons to exempt the prophets we want to defend? 
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C H A P T E R  1 5  

What Should We Do with Failed Predictions? 

Christian history is filled with failed predictions. Dates were set. Events were predicted. The dates 
passed; the events did not occur. And communities had to decide, in the aftermath, what to do with that 
failure. 

The responses have ranged across a wide spectrum. Some communities dissolved. Some reinterpreted 
the prediction as having been fulfilled spiritually, or invisibly, or in a way that was not apparent at the 

time. Some acknowledged the error honestly and rebuilt on different foundations. Some simply moved 

on, quietly, without ever addressing the failure directly. 

The way a community handles its own failures reveals more about its character than 
the way it handles its successes. 

 

What we should do with failed predictions, this chapter argues, is the same thing we should do with any 

other evidence that challenges our framework: take it seriously, examine it honestly, and allow it to 
inform our understanding rather than managing it into irrelevance. That is harder. It is also more 
faithful. 
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C H A P T E R  1 6  

Can a Prophet Be Correct Sometimes and 
Wrong at Other Times? 

Yes, and the biblical record strongly suggests this is not only possible but common. The prophets of 
Scripture got things wrong. They misread situations, offered counsel that required revision, and held 

personal views that were not always elevated above the limitations of their time and culture. 

What made them prophets was not comprehensive infallibility. It was that, in specific moments and on 

specific matters, God spoke through them in ways that proved true. Recognizing that a prophetic figure 
was sometimes right, even powerfully, undeniably right, does not require us to accept that they were 
always right about everything. And refusing to make that distinction is not faith. It is a kind of 
intellectual all-or-nothing thinking that the biblical record itself does not support. 
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C H A P T E R  1 7  

How Should Prophetic Claims Be Tested? 

The New Testament is explicit: do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are 
from God, for many false prophets have gone out into the world (1 John 4:1). Testing is not optional. 
It is commanded. The question is whether we are doing it. 

The biblical tests for prophecy include accuracy of prediction, conformity with prior revelation, and the 
fruit produced in the lives of those who follow the prophet. These are not infallible tests, history has 

produced charismatic figures whose followers showed genuine transformation while the founders’ 

teachings were nonetheless seriously flawed. But they are the tools the Scripture gives us, and using them 
carefully, consistently, and honestly is what faithfulness looks like. 
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Are We Consistent in Applying Biblical Tests? 

This is the chapter that most directly challenges the reader’s integrity. We apply biblical tests to the 
prophets we want to discredit. We routinely find reasons to exempt the prophets we want to defend. 
That inconsistency is not honest inquiry, it is motivated reasoning dressed in the language of 
discernment. 

True consistency means applying the same standards to our own tradition’s prophetic claims that we 

apply to everyone else’s. It means being willing to take seriously the evidence that challenges, not just the 

evidence that confirms. It means following the biblical tests wherever they lead, even if that direction is 
uncomfortable, even if the destination requires a revision of something we have long held dear. 

You shall not pervert justice. You shall not show partiality, and you shall not accept a 
bribe, for a bribe blinds the eyes of the wise and subverts the cause of the righteous. 

Deuteronomy 16:19 
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P A R T  I V  

Questions About Scripture 

The text says what it says, but who is doing the reading? 
Part IV : Questio ns About Scriptur e 

C H A P T E R  1 9  

What Does the Text Actually Say? 

This seems like it should be the simplest question of all, and it is, sometimes, genuinely simple. Many 

texts are clear, direct, and not seriously contested. But many others are more complex, and the 
complexity is often invisible to readers who encounter the text only through the filter of their tradition’s 
interpretation. 

What does the text actually say? In what language was it originally written, and what did those words 
mean in that language, in that culture, at that time? What literary genre is this passage, is it poetry, 
prophecy, history, law, wisdom literature, and how does genre affect interpretation? What is the 

immediate context, and what is the broader canonical context? Who was the original audience, and what 
situation were they in? 

These questions do not destroy the text. They honor it. They treat it as something that has a real meaning 
that is worth the effort of discovering, rather than a mirror in which we see, always and conveniently, 
our own reflection. 
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Am I Reading the Bible or My Tradition? 

Every reader brings assumptions to the text. The question is whether we know what those assumptions 
are. The reader who is unaware of their interpretive assumptions does not escape them, they are simply 
controlled by them. The reader who knows their assumptions can hold them consciously, examine them 
against the text, and revise them when the text pushes back. 

The most dangerous interpreter is not the one who brings assumptions to the text. It is 
the one who does not know they are doing it. 

 

One exercise: read a familiar passage as if you had never heard your tradition’s interpretation of it. What 

does it actually say, without the explanatory overlay? Then return to your tradition’s reading and ask: 
how did we get from the text to this interpretation? What steps were taken, what assumptions were 
made, what other possibilities were set aside? That exercise, repeated regularly, is one of the most 
valuable spiritual disciplines available to an honest reader of Scripture. 
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Would I See This Passage Differently If I 
Belonged to Another Church? 

Almost certainly, yes. Sincere, careful, prayerful Christians who belong to different traditions read the 
same passages and arrive at different conclusions. That is simply true. The question is what we do with 

that fact. 

One response is to conclude that everyone else is just not as careful, prayerful, or Spirit-guided as we are. 

That is a comfortable response, but it requires a level of self-confidence that the evidence does not 
support. Another response is to recognize that the same text, read by people of equal sincerity and care 
but different background, can yield different readings, and that this tells us something important about 
the role of background, tradition, and interpretive framework in the reading process. 
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Are Proof Texts Enough? 

The proof text method, finding a verse that appears to support a position and citing it as confirmation, 
has a long history in Christian argument, and a troubled one. The problem is not that individual verses 
do not matter. The problem is that almost any position can be supported by an isolated verse, lifted from 
context, interpreted through a framework that was already in place before the verse was consulted. 

Flat-earthers have proof texts. Slaveholders had proof texts. Inquisitors had proof texts. The availability 

of a verse that appears to support your position is not evidence that your position is correct. What 

matters is whether the verse, in its context, in its literary setting, in its canonical location, actually means 
what you are claiming it means, and whether the full weight of biblical teaching, taken seriously and 
honestly, leads where you are going. 
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What Happens When Context Changes the 
Meaning? 

It happens regularly, and the consequences are significant. A verse that seems to say one thing in isolation 
says something quite different when its original context is understood, the historical background, the 

literary form, the author’s purpose, the audience’s situation. Responsible interpretation requires doing 
the work of discovering that context, even when the discovery complicates an interpretation we had 

found comfortable. 

Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a worker who has no need to 
be ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth. 

2 Timothy 2:15 

Rightly handling the word of truth is not a casual act. It requires effort, honesty, and the willingness to 
be corrected by the text itself, to let the passage say what it actually says rather than what we would prefer 
it to say. That discipline is an act of respect for Scripture. It is also the only way to ensure that what we 

are defending is actually what the text teaches. 
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Which Is Stronger: A Verse or a System? 

In practice, most traditions operate with a theological system, a framework of interlocking doctrines, 
and individual verses are read through that system. When a verse seems to challenge the system, the 
system usually wins. The verse is reinterpreted, explained away, or declared to be speaking about 
something other than what it appears to be speaking about. 

This is not always wrong. Systematic theology exists for good reasons, and isolated verses can genuinely 

be misread. But when the system is so dominant that no verse can ever challenge it, when every apparent 

exception is smoothed away before it can do any work, then the system has become a prison for the text 
rather than a framework for understanding it. And that is a problem that honest readers of Scripture 
must be willing to name. 
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P A R T  V  

Questions About Adventist History 

The story is more complicated than the version we were told. 
Part V : Questions About Adventis t History 

C H A P T E R  2 5  

Why Did the Millerite Prediction Fail? 

In 1844, tens of thousands of sincere, prayerful believers expected the return of Jesus Christ. They had 

calculated the date from a reading of Daniel 8:14. They were certain. Many of them had sold their 
possessions, said their farewells, and gathered to wait. The day passed. Jesus did not return. That event, 
recorded in Adventist memory as the Great Disappointment, is one of the most significant moments in 
the movement’s history. 

The question this chapter asks is not meant to be cruel to the people who experienced that day. It is 
meant to be honest about what the event reveals. A sincere, prayerful, Bible-focused community made 

a prediction that did not come true. That is a fact. What do we learn from it? What does it tell us about 
the limits of prophetic interpretation? And what does it tell us about the frameworks we need to protect 

ourselves, and our communities, from confident errors in the future? 
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Could 1844 Be Explained Another Way? 

The Adventist explanation of the Great Disappointment is elegant: the date was right, but the event was 
misidentified. Jesus did not come to earth in 1844, he entered the Most Holy Place of the heavenly 
sanctuary, beginning an investigative judgment that continues to this day. That interpretation solved an 
immediate crisis, but it raises questions of its own. 

Could the date itself have been wrong? Could the interpretive method that produced it, the year-day 

principle applied to Daniel 8:14, be mistaken? Could the entire framework of prophetic chronology 

need revision? These questions were asked by sincere believers in the 1840s, and the people who asked 
them were often treated not as honest inquirers but as threats to the community’s identity and survival. 

The question is not whether the 1844 interpretation is possible. The question is whether it is the most 
honest reading of the evidence, and whether we have ever given ourselves permission to ask that question 
fairly. 
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How Did the Investigative Judgment Develop? 

The investigative judgment doctrine did not arrive fully formed. It developed over time, through the 
work of specific individuals, in response to specific historical pressures, primarily the need to explain the 
Great Disappointment without abandoning the prophetic framework that had produced it. 
Understanding that developmental history is not an attack on the doctrine. It is simply the honest 
examination of how any doctrine develops. 

Hiram Edson’s vision in the cornfield, the subsequent work of O.R.L. Crosier, and the later 

contributions of Ellen White and others shaped a doctrine that became central to Adventist identity. 
The question worth asking is whether that doctrine would have developed the same way if the Great 
Disappointment had not needed explaining, and what that tells us about the relationship between 
historical pressures and theological conclusions. 
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Why Have Some Pioneer Beliefs Changed? 

Early Adventist pioneers held beliefs that the contemporary church has quietly set aside. Some believed 
in a shut door, that probation had closed for all but Adventists after 1844. Some held views on the nature 
of Christ that later became contested. Some believed things about the millennium and the state of the 
dead that have been revised or nuanced in the intervening generations. 

These changes are not shameful. They represent growth, learning, and the honest revision of positions 

that could not be sustained under examination. What is worth examining is the process: how were these 

changes made? Who made them, and on what authority? Were the people who argued for revision 
welcomed or marginalized? And what does the pattern of change tell us about the possibility, perhaps 
even the necessity, of continued revision in areas that the current community treats as settled? 
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What Happened to the Pioneers Who 
Disagreed? 

Not everyone in the early Adventist movement agreed with the direction the community took after 
1844. Some argued that the date had simply been wrong. Some challenged the emerging doctrine of the 

investigative judgment. Some raised questions about prophetic authority that were never fully answered. 
These people were not, for the most part, hostile to the gospel or indifferent to truth. They were sincere 

believers who followed their honest conclusions to places the community did not want to go. 

What happened to them matters. Not as a matter of settling old scores, but as a matter of understanding 
the culture of inquiry that a community establishes, and the messages it sends to contemporary believers 
who find themselves asking similar questions. 
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Why Wasn’t I Told More About These Debates? 

Many people raised in Adventist churches encounter the historical debates described in this section for 
the first time as adults, sometimes in contexts that are not sympathetic to the tradition, which makes the 
discovery feel like a betrayal. Why were they not told? Not because the information was secret, exactly, 
it exists in the historical record, accessible to anyone who looks. But it was not told because it is 
uncomfortable, because it complicates the narrative, because the people responsible for passing on the 

tradition made judgments about what was safe to share. 

The cost of that omission is significant. Adults who discover contested history without preparation 
often feel deceived, not because anyone lied, but because they were given a curated version of the truth 
that could not survive contact with the fuller picture. A tradition that trusts its people with complicated 
history builds a more resilient faith than one that protects them from it. 
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P A R T  V I  

Questions About Identity 

Who are we, and does being different mean being right? 
Part VI : Questio ns About Id entity 

C H A P T E R  3 1  

Why Do We Need to Be the Remnant? 

The remnant concept, the idea that one’s community represents the faithful few who have preserved or 

recovered the true gospel in the last days, is deeply appealing. It provides identity, purpose, urgency, and 
a clear account of one’s place in the cosmic story. It also carries a significant psychological risk: the risk 
that the category becomes more important than the content. 

If we need to be the remnant, if our identity depends on occupying that role, then we have a powerful 
incentive to believe we are right regardless of the evidence. The remnant identity can become a closed 
loop: we are right because we are the remnant, and we know we are the remnant because we are right. 

That is not discernment. That is circular reasoning dressed in eschatological clothing. 

Every group that has ever claimed to be the remnant has believed it sincerely. That 
sincerity does not make the claim true. 
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What If God Has People Everywhere? 

The biblical witness suggests strongly that God’s reach is wider than any human institution. Ruth was 
a Moabite. Melchizedek was not an Israelite. The Roman centurion received commendation from Jesus 
himself. Cornelius was devout before Peter arrived. The consistent pattern of Scripture is a God who 
works beyond the boundaries that his people draw around him. 

What would it mean to take that seriously? Not to dissolve all distinctions, not to conclude that truth 

does not matter or that all paths are equally valid, but to hold one’s own tradition with the humility that 

recognizes God is not confined to it? That posture would not weaken a genuine faith. It would deepen 
it, by freeing it from the defensive anxiety that comes from believing the divine depends on our 
institutional survival. 

For God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him 
should not perish but have eternal life. 

John 3:16 
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Why Do So Many Religions Think They Are 
Special? 

Almost every religious tradition has a version of the specialness claim. We are the chosen people. We 
have the fullness of truth. We alone have preserved the original gospel. We are the remnant. We are the 

true church. The extraordinary universality of this claim should give us pause. If every group believes 
itself to be specially positioned before God, the belief itself tells us very little about which group actually 

is. 

What the universality of the claim does tell us is something about human psychology, about the need 
for communities to provide meaning, identity, and cosmic significance to their members. That is not 
nothing. But it is not the same as evidence that the claim is true. And honest inquiry requires us to ask: 
what does our specialness claim rest on, beyond our need to believe it? 
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Does Being Different Mean Being Right? 

Many traditions point to their distinctiveness as evidence of their correctness. We keep the seventh-day 
Sabbath when others do not. We hold a specific view of death when others do not. We follow dietary 
guidelines when others do not. The distinctiveness is real. But distinctiveness, by itself, is not evidence 
of truth. 

Every cult that has ever existed was distinctive. Distinctiveness can be the result of careful biblical 

reasoning, or it can be the result of a charismatic leader’s idiosyncrasies, accumulated over time into 

doctrinal tradition. The question is not whether we are different, but why, and whether the reasons 
survive honest examination. 
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Am I Defending Truth or Defending My 
Group? 

This is a question that requires a particular kind of interior honesty. The feelings can be identical: the 
same urgency, the same passion, the same sense that something important is at stake. The motivations 

are different. Truth defense is motivated by the desire to protect what is actually true, for anyone willing 
to examine it. Group defense is motivated by loyalty, by identity, by the social and psychological costs 

of admitting that the group might be wrong. 

Both can produce the same arguments, the same emotions, the same external behavior. The difference 
is visible only from the inside, in how we respond to good arguments against our position, in whether 
we genuinely engage with the strongest version of the challenge or only with the versions we can easily 
dismiss. 

If your arguments change when you talk to believers versus outsiders, if you are more 
honest with yourself in private than in public, that gap is worth examining. 
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What Happens If My Identity Is Tied to My 
Beliefs? 

When belief and identity are fused, the examination of belief becomes an existential threat. It is no longer 
just a question of whether this doctrine is correct, it is a question of who I am, whether my community 

will still accept me, whether my life has been built on something real. At that point, the stakes of honest 
inquiry feel unbearable, and the temptation to avoid the question becomes overwhelming. 

This fusion is understandable, and it is not something to be solved by telling people to simply separate 
their identity from their beliefs. Identity and belief are genuinely intertwined for most human beings. 
What can be cultivated is a sense of self that is rooted deeply enough, in one’s relationship with God, in 
one’s character, in one’s commitments to honesty and love, that the revision of specific doctrines does 
not feel like the collapse of the self. 
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P A R T  V I I  

Questions About Psychology 

Our minds are not neutral instruments, and knowing that changes everything. 
Part VII : Ques tions Abo ut Psychology 
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Why Is It So Hard to Admit Error? 

Cognitive dissonance research has shown, repeatedly and across cultures, that when people are 

confronted with evidence that challenges a deeply held belief, their most common response is not to 
update the belief, it is to find reasons to dismiss the evidence. The belief protects itself. This is not a 
failure of intelligence. It is a feature of human psychology that affects everyone, including the most 
intelligent and the most sincere. 

Acknowledging error is cognitively and emotionally expensive. It requires admitting that we have been 
wrong, that the time, energy, and identity we invested in the wrong belief were misspent. It may require 

acknowledging that others were right when we dismissed them. It may require changing behavior, 
relationships, community allegiance. The cost is real, and the mind knows it, and protects against 

incurring it by finding ways not to see the evidence clearly. 

Understanding this mechanism does not eliminate it. But it does make it possible to notice when it is 
operating, and to ask, with unusual intentionality: am I seeing the evidence clearly right now? Or is my 
mind doing something else? 
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What Role Does Fear Play in Belief? 

Fear is a more powerful driver of religious belief than most traditions are comfortable acknowledging. 
Fear of death, fear of judgment, fear of exclusion from the community, fear of losing eternal life, fear of 
what honest examination might reveal, these are not marginal motivations. For many believers, they are 
the central ones. 

Fear-based belief is not without value. The fear of the Lord is, Scripture says, the beginning of wisdom. 

But it is only the beginning. A faith that never moves beyond fear, that is held in place primarily by 

anxiety about the consequences of leaving it, is a fragile faith. It cannot generate the love, the peace, the 
freedom from anxiety that the gospel promises. And it tends to produce exactly the kind of defensive, 
closed, brittle religious psychology that this book is concerned with. 

There is no fear in love, but perfect love casts out fear. For fear has to do with 
punishment, and whoever fears has not been perfected in love. 

1 John 4:18 
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How Does Confirmation Bias Affect Me? 

Confirmation bias is the tendency to seek, notice, and remember information that confirms what we 
already believe, and to overlook, discount, or forget information that challenges it. It is not a character 
flaw. It is a feature of how human cognition works. It affects everyone. The only question is whether we 
are aware of it. 

In religious communities, confirmation bias is systematically amplified. We read books published by our 

own denomination. We listen to speakers from within our tradition. We discuss our beliefs with people 

who share them. We celebrate the evidence that confirms our framework and explain away the evidence 
that challenges it. The result is a feedback loop that can become nearly impenetrable to outside 
information, not because the outside information is wrong, but because the system is not designed to 
receive it. 

The antidote to confirmation bias is not to abandon convictions. It is to deliberately seek out the 
strongest version of the challenge to those convictions and engage with it seriously. 
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Why Do Intelligent People Believe Opposite 
Things? 

Because intelligence is not the primary driver of belief. Background is. Culture is. Community is. 
Psychological need is. The framework we inherit before we are capable of evaluating it is. Intelligence 

operates primarily within the framework, making the framework more elaborate, more internally 
consistent, better defended. It does not, by itself, evaluate the framework from the outside. 

This is why smart people on opposite sides of a religious debate are usually not talking past each other 
because one is stupid and the other is not. They are operating from different frameworks, both internally 
coherent, both capable of producing sophisticated arguments. The question of which framework is 
more accurate cannot be resolved by demonstrating that one side is smarter. It requires stepping outside 
both frameworks and asking, as honestly as possible, what the evidence actually shows. 
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Why Do Doubts Feel Dangerous? 

Because in many communities, they are dangerous, socially, relationally, and sometimes professionally. 
A member who begins to doubt publicly risks losing their standing in the community, their closest 
friendships, sometimes their employment if they work for a religious institution, sometimes their 
marriage if their spouse regards the doubts as a spiritual threat. Those stakes are real, and treating doubt 
as a spiritual failing rather than a normal feature of thoughtful faith is one of the most significant failures 

of pastoral care in contemporary religion. 

Doubt is not the opposite of faith. It is often its companion. The biblical figures most celebrated for 
their faith are also, frequently, the ones who argued with God, questioned the divine plan, wrestled in 
the night, and demanded answers that did not immediately come. Abraham, Moses, Job, Jeremiah, the 
Psalmists, Thomas, Paul, none of them display the smooth, untroubled certainty that many modern 
religious cultures hold up as the ideal. 
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Can Loyalty Become a Blind Spot? 

Loyalty is a virtue. Communities cannot survive without it. But loyalty, like every virtue, has a shadow 
side. When loyalty to a person, an institution, or a tradition requires the suppression of honest 
observation, when it demands that we not see things that we plainly see, not ask questions that obviously 
need asking, not follow evidence that leads somewhere uncomfortable, it has become something other 
than a virtue. It has become a mechanism of self-deception. 

The most loyal thing we can do for any community we love is to be honest with it. To tell it the truth. 

To refuse the comfortable flattery of pretending that everything is fine when it is not. That kind of 
loyalty is harder, and less immediately welcome, than the loyalty that simply confirms whatever the 
community wants to hear. But it is the only kind that actually helps. 
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Questions About Faith 

What does genuine faith look like, and can it survive honest questions? 
Part VIII : Questio ns About Faith 

C H A P T E R  4 3  

Is Faith Stronger When It Is Tested? 

The biblical witness is consistent on this point: yes. Not comfortable, tested faith is the most 

uncomfortable thing in the world, while it is being tested. But stronger, in the end, for having been 
through the fire. James opens his letter by telling his readers to count it all joy when they face trials of 
various kinds, because the testing of faith produces steadfastness. Peter speaks of faith that is more 
precious than gold refined by fire. 

The metaphor of refinement is instructive. Fire does not destroy gold. It burns away the impurities, the 
things that were never gold in the first place. Faith that has been through honest testing has had the 

comfortable assumptions, the inherited certainties, the culturally convenient positions burned away, 
and what remains is something genuine, chosen, personally owned. That faith is worth more than the 

untested version. 

Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, for you know that 
the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. 

James 1:2–3 
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Can Questions Lead to Truth? 

This is the chapter that is, in a sense, the heart of this entire book. The premise underlying every question 
in these pages is that honest inquiry is not the enemy of truth, it is one of its primary tools. Questions 
are how we navigate. They are how we find our way when the map does not match the terrain. They are 
how we discover that we have been wrong, how we correct our course, how we arrive somewhere better 
than where we started. 

Jesus asked more questions than he answered. Socrates built a philosophical tradition on the practice of 

questioning. The rabbinical tradition in which Jesus was formed was constructed around sustained, 
serious inquiry into the text and its implications. The idea that questions are dangerous to faith is a 
relatively recent innovation in religious life, and it is one that the history of both theology and spirituality 
does not support. 

The question that you are most afraid to ask is probably the one that most needs to be 
asked. 
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Is Doubt Always a Sign of Weakness? 

No. Doubt is often a sign of seriousness, of taking the claims of one’s tradition seriously enough to 
actually examine them. The person who never doubts has usually never truly engaged with the full 
weight of the questions their tradition faces. Their certainty is the certainty of someone who has not yet 
asked the hard questions, not the certainty of someone who has asked them and found them answerable. 

Thomas is the disciple most criticized for his doubt, and the one who, when his doubt was engaged 

rather than dismissed, produced the most explicit confession of faith in the gospel record. "My Lord and 

my God." Not a statement made by someone whose questions had been suppressed. A statement made 
by someone whose questions had been taken seriously and answered. 
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Why Are Some Questions Discouraged? 

Because some questions, if pursued honestly, lead to conclusions that are uncomfortable for the 
institutions and the people in authority within those institutions. This is not a malicious observation. 
Leaders who discourage difficult questions are often doing so out of genuine pastoral concern, they have 
seen people lose their faith through a process that began with honest inquiry, and they want to protect 
their community from that outcome. 

But the protection offered by preventing questions is illusory. Questions that are not permitted in public 

do not disappear, they go underground, where they cannot be engaged, where they are answered by 
voices hostile to the tradition, where they grow in the dark without the resources that a healthy 
community of faith can provide. The communities that produce the most resilient faith are not the ones 
that prevent hard questions. They are the ones that take hard questions seriously. 
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C H A P T E R  4 7  

What Am I Afraid to Discover? 

This is a question for the interior. Not for the book, not for the community, for you, alone with yourself. 
What are you afraid to find? What door are you not opening, and what do you imagine might be behind 
it? 

Sometimes the fear is specific: I am afraid that the prophecy does not hold up. I am afraid that the history 
is more complicated than I was told. I am afraid that the evidence points somewhere my community 

would not follow me. Sometimes the fear is more diffuse: I am afraid of what would happen to me, to 

my relationships, my community, my sense of self, if I pulled on this thread and the sweater came apart. 

Both kinds of fear are understandable. And both deserve to be named, examined, and taken seriously, 
because a faith held in place primarily by the fear of what honest examination might reveal is not a faith 
that can sustain a whole life. 
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C H A P T E R  4 8  

Does Truth Need Protection? 

This question cuts to the heart of the defensive posture many religious communities adopt toward 
honest inquiry. Truth, by definition, does not need to be protected from examination. If it is true, 
examination will confirm it. What needs protection from examination is a system of beliefs that might 
not be true, beliefs that require careful management of the information environment in order to survive. 

A faith community that trusts its own foundations has no reason to fear honest questions. It can invite 

them. It can engage them seriously. It can acknowledge what it does not know. It can sit with uncertainty 

without treating that uncertainty as a threat to its identity. That kind of community is not only more 
intellectually honest, it is more genuinely faithful. It is acting, in practice, as though it actually believes 
that truth is more important than institutional comfort. 

If truth needs to be protected from questions, perhaps the thing being protected is not 
truth. 
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P A R T  I X  

The Hardest Questions 

These are the questions that ask not about the system, but about the self. 
Part IX : The Hardes t Questio ns 

C H A P T E R  4 9  

What If My Critics Are Right About 
Something? 

The critics of any tradition are not uniformly wrong. Sometimes the people who leave a community, or 
who challenge it from outside, are seeing something clearly that those inside cannot see, because they are 
inside. The social pressure of belonging, the interpretive framework of the tradition, the emotional 
investment in the community’s correctness, all of these create blind spots that outsiders can sometimes 
see past more easily than insiders can. 

This does not mean critics are always right. Critics have their own blind spots, their own motivations, 

their own frameworks that distort. But dismissing critics entirely, because they are critics, is not honest 
engagement. It is self-protection. And the tradition that is genuinely committed to truth will find a way 
to ask, with genuine openness: what, if anything, is this critic seeing correctly? 
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C H A P T E R  5 0  

What If I Have Been Assuming Too Much? 

Every belief system rests on assumptions. Most of those assumptions are invisible to the people who 
hold them, they are not experienced as assumptions, but as obvious facts, as the plain reading of 
Scripture, as things any reasonable person can see. The work of identifying one’s own assumptions is 
one of the hardest intellectual tasks available to a human being. It requires seeing the water one is 
swimming in. 

Some tools help. Studying the history of how one’s tradition developed, understanding the specific 

moments when specific decisions were made, the alternatives that were considered and rejected, the 
pressures that shaped the outcome, makes assumptions visible that were invisible before. Reading 
scholars and thinkers outside one’s tradition, seriously and charitably, makes visible the interpretive 
choices that one’s own tradition presents as obvious. Listening to people who have left the tradition, 
with genuine curiosity rather than defensiveness, can reveal assumptions that the tradition itself cannot 
see. 
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C H A P T E R  5 1  

What If the Story Is More Complicated Than I 
Was Told? 

It almost certainly is. The stories that traditions tell about themselves are curated. The heroes are heroic. 
The founders are visionary. The community is on the right side of history, or on God’s side, which 

amounts to the same thing. The critics are dismissed. The failures are explained. The uncomfortable 
episodes are set in a context that makes them understandable, or are simply not mentioned. 

This is not unique to any one tradition. It is what human communities do. The question is whether we 
are willing to encounter the fuller, more complicated story, and to find our faith in that encounter rather 
than in the curated version. A faith that can only survive in the simplified story is a fragile faith. A faith 
that can look at the full complexity of human history, including the history of its own community, and 
still find God there, that is something more durable. 
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C H A P T E R  5 2  

What If God Is Not Afraid of My Questions? 

The God described in Scripture is not fragile. He is not undone by human questioning. He does not 
require careful management of the information environment in order to survive. He is, if the biblical 
picture is accurate, the source of all truth, which means that honest inquiry, wherever it leads, is moving 
in the direction of God rather than away from him. 

Abraham argued with God. Moses argued with God. Job demanded an audience with God and got one. 

The Psalmists addressed God with a candor that would seem presumptuous in many contemporary 

congregations. Jesus, from the cross, cried out with the opening of a Psalm that begins as an accusation. 
These are not people who treated God as someone to be approached only with pre-approved questions. 
They brought their whole selves, their doubts, their anger, their confusion, their demands, and God 
engaged. 

You will seek me and find me, when you seek me with all your heart. 
Jeremiah 29:13 

What if God is not afraid of your questions? What if the very act of bringing them honestly, of refusing 
to pretend to a certainty you do not have, of insisting on engaging with reality as you actually find it, is 
itself a form of faithfulness? What if the God who made the human mind and commanded it to love 
him with all its strength actually wants it to function at full capacity, including in the examination of 
the beliefs it holds in his name? 
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C H A P T E R  5 3  

What If Truth Matters More Than Tradition? 

Tradition is valuable. It carries the accumulated wisdom of generations, the tested insights of people 
who wrestled with the same questions before us, the shared practices that form a community and pass a 
faith from one generation to the next. Dismissing tradition is not wisdom, it is the arrogance of assuming 
that one’s own moment is the first moment to have thought clearly about anything. 

But tradition is not truth. It is a vessel for truth, imperfect, shaped by historical forces, capable of 

preserving genuine insight and of preserving genuine error in the same package. When tradition and 

truth conflict, when the tradition can only be maintained by managing evidence, silencing questions, or 
papering over problems, then truth must take precedence. That is not an attack on tradition. It is the 
application to tradition of the same standard of honesty that we would apply to any other human 
product. 

Every reformation in church history was an act of letting truth take precedence over 
tradition. The Reformers were not tradition’s enemies. They were its most demanding 
servants. 
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C H A P T E R  5 4  

What Question Am I Still Refusing to Ask? 

This is the last chapter, and it is the one that matters most, because it is the one only you can answer. 
Every reader will arrive at this point carrying a different unanswered question. For some it will be a 
historical question about their tradition. For others it will be a doctrinal question that has never been 
honestly examined. For others it will be a personal question, about their own faith, their own experience, 
their own relationship with God, that they have been avoiding for years. 

The question you are refusing to ask is not the enemy of your faith. It is, most likely, the next step in its 

growth. The questions we avoid are usually the ones whose answers we most need. They are avoided not 
because they are unanswerable, but because we are afraid of what answering them might cost. 

This book cannot tell you what that question is. Only you know. But it can offer this: the God who 
made you, who knows you, who has accompanied every honest seeker who ever lived, that God is not 
afraid of the question you have been afraid to ask. He has been waiting for you to ask it. And when you 
do, with honesty and courage and an open heart, you will find that the asking was not the beginning of 
the end of your faith. It was the beginning of the best part. 

Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to 
you. 

Matthew 7:7 
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C O N C L U S I O N  

The Question That Changed My Life 

Why Honest Questions Are Not the Enemy of Faith 

I did not set out to ask difficult questions. I set out to confirm what I already believed, and I expected 
the confirmation to come easily. It did not. The questions I encountered in the process of looking, at 

history, at the biblical text, at the psychological dynamics of religious belief, were not questions I was 
looking for. They found me. 

What I discovered, in the years since, is that the questions were not the problem. The questions were the 
beginning of a faith that is genuinely mine, not inherited, not performed, not maintained by the careful 
avoidance of uncomfortable evidence, but chosen, tested, and held with open eyes. That faith is less tidy 
than the one I started with. It holds more uncertainty, more acknowledged complexity, more willingness 
to say "I do not know" and mean it. But it is more honest. And honesty, I have come to believe, is the 
foundation on which anything durable can be built. 

The truth will set you free, but first it will make you uncomfortable. 
Adapted from John 8:32 

The questions in this book are not weapons. They are not intended to destroy faith, in the Adventist 
tradition, in any tradition, or in the God who is the source of all truth. They are intended to honor faith 
by subjecting it to the same standard of honest examination that we would apply to any other important 
question. A faith that can survive that examination is stronger for having survived it. And a faith that 
cannot survive it was never as solid as it appeared. 

Honest questions are not the enemy of faith. They are among its most faithful servants. The question 

that changed my life was one I was afraid to ask. I am glad, now, that I asked it. Whatever question you 
have been carrying, whatever door you have been standing in front of, afraid to open, I hope this book 
has given you the courage to knock. 

God will answer. He always does. 
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A P P E N D I X  A  

Fifty More Questions Worth Asking 

The following questions are offered as starting points for personal reflection, group discussion, or 
further study. They are not ranked in order of importance, and they are not intended to be exhaustive. 
They are simply questions that honest inquiry tends to generate, questions worth sitting with, exploring 
carefully, and following wherever they lead. 

1.  If I were raised in a different tradition, which of my current beliefs would I hold? 

2.  What is the strongest argument against my most important belief? 

3.  Who are the most respected scholars who disagree with my tradition, and have I read them 
seriously? 

4.  What does the history of my denomination’s doctrinal development actually look like? 

5.  Are there passages of Scripture that my tradition consistently avoids? Why? 

6.  What would I need to see in order to change my mind about my most central belief? 

7.  Have I ever seriously considered the possibility that a tradition I dismiss might have something 
important to teach me? 

8.  What do the people who leave my church say, and have I listened to them with genuine openness? 

9.  Is my faith motivated more by love or by fear? 

10.  If the cost of following the evidence were zero, would my beliefs be different? 

11.  What are the historical origins of my tradition’s most distinctive doctrine? 

12.  Am I more committed to truth or to my community’s version of truth? 

13.  What would an honest person with no stake in the outcome conclude from the evidence my 
tradition presents? 

14.  Have I examined the primary sources of my tradition’s history, or only my tradition’s account of 
them? 

15.  What assumptions am I making that I have not examined? 

16.  Can I describe fairly the strongest version of a position I reject? 

17.  When was the last time I genuinely changed my mind about something important? 

18.  What would my community lose if I asked this question publicly? 
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19.  Is the evidence I find most compelling the evidence I sought, or the evidence I encountered? 

20.  Would I apply the same standards of evidence to my own tradition that I apply to others? 

21.  What has my tradition gotten wrong in the past, and how did it discover and correct those 
errors? 

22.  Is intellectual honesty a virtue my community rewards or punishes? 

23.  What is the difference between faith and certainty? 

24.  Am I more afraid of being wrong or of looking wrong? 

25.  What would a life fully committed to truth require of me? 

26.  Have I ever defended a position I privately doubted because the social cost of doubt was too 
high? 

27.  What would I think of my current beliefs if I encountered them for the first time as an adult? 

28.  Is my community’s account of its own history honest? 

29.  What is the relationship between my psychological needs and my religious beliefs? 

30.  Am I more committed to the people in my community or to the beliefs of my community? 

31.  If those were in conflict, which would I choose? 

32.  What do I owe to people who sincerely hold different beliefs? 

33.  What is the most honest thing I could say about my own doubts? 

34.  Is there a question I am refusing to ask because I already know it will lead somewhere 
uncomfortable? 

35.  How would I respond to someone who asked me the questions I am afraid to ask myself? 

36.  What does intellectual honesty look like inside a community of faith? 

37.  Am I more concerned with being right or with understanding? 

38.  What would genuine epistemic humility require of my tradition? 

39.  How does my tradition handle members who raise difficult questions? 

40.  What would I believe if the only thing guiding me were the evidence? 

41.  Is there a version of my faith that could survive the loss of my most distinctive doctrine? 

42.  What is the relationship between love for God and honesty about God? 

43.  Can a tradition that resists honest questioning produce genuine transformation? 
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44.  What is the most important question I have never asked? 

45.  If God is truth, what does that imply about the relationship between faith and honest inquiry? 

46.  What would it mean to hold my beliefs with open hands? 

47.  Am I prepared to follow the evidence wherever it leads? 

48.  What is the cost of intellectual dishonesty in religious life? 

49.  What would a faith that genuinely trusts God look like? 

50.  What question am I most grateful someone asked me? 
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A P P E N D I X  B  

Biblical Examples of People Who Questioned 

The biblical tradition is not a tradition of unquestioning compliance. From Genesis to Revelation, the 
figures most celebrated for their faith are also, frequently, the ones who asked the hardest questions. 
Here is a partial account. 

Abraham 

Argued with God about the destruction of Sodom, pressing the divine Judge with the question, "Shall 
not the Judge of all the earth do what is just?" (Genesis 18:25). This is not flattery. It is a demand for an 
accounting, and God engaged with it. 

Moses 

Regularly questioned God’s plans. When commanded to lead Israel out of Egypt, he raised five 
objections. When Israel sinned at Sinai, he argued God out of destroying them. He was described as the 
man God knew face to face, not despite his honest engagement, but apparently as a result of it. 

Job 

Is perhaps the most sustained example in all of Scripture of a person demanding honest answers from 
God. His friends counseled submission and silence. God, in the end, vindicated Job and rebuked his 

friends, not because Job’s theology was perfect, but because he "spoke what is right" (Job 42:7), while 
his friends had defended God with dishonest arguments. 

The Psalmists 

Repeatedly addressed God with language that would seem shockingly presumptuous in many 
contemporary worship settings. "Why do you hide your face? Why do you forget our affliction?" (Psalm 
44:24). "How long, O Lord? Will you forget me forever?" (Psalm 13:1). These are not failures of faith. 
They are faith expressed with full honesty. 

Jeremiah 
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Accused God of deception. "O Lord, you have deceived me, and I was deceived" (Jeremiah 20:7). The 
prophet did not suppress this feeling in the interest of maintaining a positive theological posture. He 
brought it to God, directly. 

Thomas 

Refused to accept the resurrection on testimony alone. He demanded evidence. Jesus provided it, and 
Thomas responded with the most explicit confession of faith in the gospel, "My Lord and my God" 
(John 20:28). 

Paul 

Urged his readers to test everything (1 Thessalonians 5:21), to let their minds be renewed and prove what 
is the will of God (Romans 12:2), and to examine themselves to see whether they are in the faith (2 

Corinthians 13:5). The Bereans were commended for examining the Scriptures daily to see whether 
what Paul said was true (Acts 17:11), not for trusting Paul without examination. 

The pattern is consistent: honest inquiry, brought to God with integrity, is not a 
failure of faith. It is one of its deepest expressions. 
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A P P E N D I X  C  

How to Evaluate Beliefs Fairly 

The following principles are offered as practical tools for anyone who wants to evaluate their beliefs 
honestly, whether those beliefs are their own or someone else’s. They are not a formula, and applying 
them well requires judgment as well as method. But they are a starting point. 

• Apply the same standards to your own tradition that you apply to others. If you would require 
evidence X before accepting a claim made by another tradition, require the same evidence before 
accepting the equivalent claim made by your own. Inconsistency here is one of the most common 
forms of motivated reasoning in religious life. 

• Seek out the strongest version of the challenge. It is easy to dismiss a weak version of an argument. 
The honest test is whether you can engage seriously with the strongest version, the one made by a 
careful, well-informed, fair-minded critic. If you cannot, that is worth knowing. 

• Distinguish between a belief being possible and a belief being probable. Almost any belief can be 
shown to be possible given some arrangement of assumptions. The question is whether it is the 
most probable reading of the available evidence, and that question requires honest weighing of 
alternatives. 

• Notice what evidence you are ignoring. Every argument involves selection, choosing which 
evidence to highlight and which to set aside. Ask yourself honestly: what evidence am I not 
discussing? Is there a reason I am not discussing it? Is that reason a good reason? 

• Take seriously the fact that you might be wrong. Not paralyzing doubt, but the genuine, 
functional humility of someone who knows that human beings make mistakes, that traditions 
develop errors, and that the honest person is the one willing to follow the evidence even when it is 
inconvenient. 

• Ask what motivated reasoning looks like in this context. What would a person say if they were 
defending this belief not because they had honestly examined the evidence but because they 
needed to defend it? Compare that to what you are actually saying. 

• Be willing to update. The willingness to change one’s mind in response to evidence is not 
weakness. It is the mark of someone who cares more about truth than about being right. A belief 
held after honest examination is worth more than a belief held by default. 
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A P P E N D I X  D  

Questions for Personal Reflection 

These questions are designed for use in private journaling, spiritual direction, or small group discussion. 
They are not academic exercises, they are invitations to honest self-examination. Take your time with 
them. Some are worth spending a week on, rather than an hour. 

• What is the belief I hold most confidently, and when did I last seriously examine its foundations? 

• Who is the most intelligent, thoughtful person I know who holds beliefs different from mine? 
Have I genuinely tried to understand why? 

• What has my faith cost me? What would it cost me to change it? 

• In my religious community, is doubt welcomed or punished? What does that tell me about the 
community’s relationship to truth? 

• What would I say to a younger version of myself who was beginning to have doubts about our 
shared tradition? 

• What question have I been carrying for years without asking it openly? What has kept me from 
asking it? 

• If I learned definitively that one of my core beliefs was wrong, what would be the hardest part of 
the adjustment, and what does that reveal about my relationship to that belief? 

• Is my faith more like a foundation I can build on, or more like a position I need to defend? 

• What would it look like to hold my beliefs with both conviction and humility? 

• If I could ask God one honest question and be confident of an honest answer, what would it be? 
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A P P E N D I X  E  

The Difference Between Skepticism and 
Honest Inquiry 

This book has been, throughout, an advocate for honest inquiry. It has not been an advocate for 
skepticism, and the distinction matters enough to address directly. 

Skepticism, in its pure form, is a philosophical stance that withholds judgment until certainty is 
achieved. Since certainty is rarely achievable in the domains that matter most, including religious belief, 

pure skepticism tends toward a permanent suspension of commitment. It is a posture of refusal rather 
than a posture of seeking. 

Honest inquiry is something different. It is the posture of someone who wants to know, who brings 
genuine questions to the evidence with genuine openness to the answer, wherever it leads. Honest 
inquiry can conclude with conviction. It often does. The convictions it produces are different from 
inherited certainties, they are owned, chosen, tested, and held with awareness of their foundations. But 

they are convictions, not merely questions. 

The goal of this book is not to produce skeptics. It is to produce honest believers, people whose faith is 
genuine because it has been examined, whose conviction is real because it has been chosen, whose 
communities are stronger because they have been willing to face hard questions rather than avoid them. 

Honest inquiry is not the dissolution of faith. It is the discipline that makes faith genuine. And a genuine 
faith, even one that holds more uncertainty than the version it replaced, is worth more, both to the 
person who holds it and to the world around them, than a certainty that was never truly examined. 


