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Never doubt, only believe.  Don’t question, don’t hesitate, don’t waver or waffle, don’t doubt, only believe.  The “no doubts allowed” theology, once upon a time I swallowed it hook, line and sinker.  Back when I was about thirteen and a newly baptized convert from Judaism to Christianity, I listened to what my Sunday School teacher said, and what she said I took into myself, that “no doubts allowed” theology.  And, for the next several years, though I had a new Sunday School teacher each year, all of them professed the same thing.  Doubt, they said, was bad, wrong, evil, sinful, doubt an absolute taboo in the life of a real Christian.  They said that if you doubted that the Bible was the inerrant, infallible, literal word of God, if you doubted the virgin birth of Jesus or his bodily resurrection, if you doubted anything about the miracles Jesus performed, and certainly if you doubted that belief in Jesus was the only way to get to heaven, any smidgen of doubt was a clear sign that you’d placed yourself in the grip of the Devil.


Now, my Sunday School teachers, they talked quite a lot about the Devil, convinced me that the Devil was the worst of the worst nightmare monsters, a monster I definitely didn’t want in my life, and so, in my fledgling theology, there would be no gray areas, no place for doubts, no place for what was deemed rebellious questioning, lest the Devil get hold of me.  My neophyte theology contained that clear cut either/or declaration:  either you believe, sign on the dotted line in blood, as it were, or you doubt, doubt defined as the opposite of belief, the enemy of belief, doubt the evil antithesis of faith.  And for a few years I swam in it, in the river of that “no doubts allowed” theology.


But when I was a senior in high school, the placid, unquestioning river became stormy waters.  See, in my public school, I was learning that to question was a good thing.  Asking questions, testing hypotheses, pushing on boundaries to discover deeper questions, new hypotheses, new territories to explore – that, I discovered, made learning an exciting adventure.  So I took my insight about learning as an exciting adventure to my Sunday School class, suggested that theological beliefs could be questioned, and guess what:  my suggestion didn’t go over well with my Sunday School teacher.

She was adamant; it was a choice to be made, either believing or doubting.  Doubt or belief, never the twain shall meet.  That’s what I was told, no doubts allowed, not in the church of Jesus Christ.  But, see, I liked the exciting adventure of learning, liked to question, probe, explore what was underneath, enjoyed debating, and if there was no room in the church for that, then there was no room in the church for me.  And so, I dropped out, didn’t go to church for years, except at Christmas and Easter, not until I had a rambunctious two-year-old daughter and church meant an hour of free babysitting.  Was it just by chance, or just maybe was God involved, that the church where we could enjoy an hour of free babysitting happened to be a church that welcomed people who had lots of questions and plenty of doubts?  All I can say is that church made a huge difference in my life.


As a fourteen-year-old, I’d swallowed what I’d been fed, the “no doubts allowed” theology, which defines faith as unquestioning acquiescence to certain prescribed beliefs, no loose ends or raw edges, no doubts.  But thanks to that new church we found, and thanks to other churches and lots of teachers along the way, these days I see things a wee bit differently.  These days I see doubt, not as sinful, but as a good thing, not as a work of the Devil, but as a gift from God.

These days I see doubt as a birthing place, doubt a place of fertility and creativity, where the pursuit of questions is fertile ground for growing faith, faith which has elasticity, which can be stretched by the Holy Spirit to go wider, go deeper.  These days I see doubt as fertile ground where the Spirit births in us the questions we need to ask, questions which lead to deeper questions which lead to the heart of the sacred journey.  So, these days I’m not one bit concerned about doubt.  What concerns me these days is the phenomenon of certainty, in particular that brand of Christian certainty which cements itself in a set of theological tenets defined as unquestionable, that certainty which is so rigid and so very prevalent, veritably attacking us around every corner, condemning us for questioning and pronouncing us doubters damned.

I’m concerned about the harm that brand of rigidly certain Christianity does, leaving some of God’s beloved children to think, as I once had thought, that because they have doubts, there’s no room for them in the community of believers.  And I’m equally concerned about those who hang onto the “no doubts allowed” theology, the harm it does to them themselves, how it squelches them, cuts them off from spiritual stretching and diminishes the depth of their sacred journey.

But, truth be told, I well understand the appeal of theological certainty.  Theological questioning, while an exciting adventure, can be tiring and exceedingly unsettling, while theological certainty offers comfort and a sort of steady as she goes feeling.  Midst all the other questions which assail us in daily life, what a relief not to question faith matters.  Well, truth be told, I hold some theological certainties myself.

For example, I believe with all my heart that there is a God, and that God is good and loving, as revealed in Jesus.  But also I have doubts, lots of questions, plenty of uncertainty, not about God as good and loving, but about what divine goodness is, how divine goodness takes shape and gets expressed in the creation and in you and me, what divine love is, how divine love works its work in mortals, in time, in things seen and unseen, known and unknown.  I have this certainty permeated with uncertainty.

So, about all I can do these days is to stand with Thomas the Apostle, whose first name seems to be “Doubting.”  I can stand right beside him as “Doubting Ilene,” my doubts not exactly the same doubts as his, but still doubts.  And maybe you can stand there, too, as “Doubting ___________,” fill in your own name.

Maybe most of us can stand there together with Thomas and say, “Well, Jesus, here we are, and there’s a lot we do believe, but we still have loads of questions.  So, Jesus, how about a little help here?”

I used to think it was an either/or thing, doubting or believing.  But now I see it as a both/and thing, doubting and believing.  These days I find myself wholeheartedly agreeing with something Martin Luther King, Jr. said.  He said, “Faith is taking the first step even when you don’t see the whole staircase.”
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