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COMPLICATED EVANGELICAL 
 
Frequently throughout my life as a Christian moving in evangelical circles, 
I have felt as though I were on the outside, in the rain-swept darkness 
looking through the window at those gathered happily round the fireside. 
Wanting to join them, I have been unable to find a door that would open 
for me. I have tended to blame myself for this sense of not belonging, and 
have felt incredibly guilty. 
        
However, over the years a number of costly realisations have led me to 
feel increasingly comfortable in being who I am as God’s child. 
 
Accepting what has happened in the past 
 
I have learned to accept that I was wounded as a child by the way some 
aspects of Christian faith were communicated to me. I recognise my 
personality made me more susceptible to this wounding. Words, which I 
experienced as pain, were spoken in love, but nevertheless the wounds were real. It was easy to assume that it 
was ‘my fault’ that I was wounded, because I had been unable to exercise the right kind of faith, and it has been 
liberating to accept that I was not to blame. 
 
I expect I was assured as a child of God’s love for me, but what I absorbed was a sense that I needed to be born 
again, and, crucially, that God would not be pleased with me until I had joined the glad company of the saved. 
However my attempts to connect with God, my urgent prayers, seemed to be unheard, and therefore futile. 
Experiencing nothing of the unforgettably joyful transformation that I believed conversion to be, I continued as 
child and teenager to feel myself remote from a silent, disapproving God. 
 
I was also wounded by my church’s teaching about ‘the Rapture’, the coming of Jesus prior to the end of time to 
take true believers to himself. The rest of humanity would be ‘left behind’ to face a God-forsaken anguish, ‘the 
Great Tribulation.’  Many times when my parents were not where I expected them to be I was gripped with 
terror that the Lord had come and I had been left. More than once I called someone in the church, only to put 
the phone down without speaking when I heard their voice, massively reassured that, after all the Lord had not 
come. Not that day anyway. 
 
And there was the self-inflicted wound of yielding to the quiet pressure to say I had been ‘born again’, and 
living a lie for several years as a teenager, pretending to be a true believer in my church’s terms when I felt in 



my heart that I was deceiving them. The deepest wound of all was not being believed when I confessed to this 
hypocrisy. Each Sunday I took the bread and wine in trembling expectation of instant judgement. 
 
When I was 21, oppressed by my own 
anxieties, by the domestic political 
crisis in late 1973 and by that 
autumn’s Arab-Israeli war which 
suggested to those around me that the 
Lord must surely come soon, some 
words from the Bible awakened in me. 
Responding to them, I received a 
sense of God’s love and acceptance 
that brought significant changes to my 
life despite some ongoing struggles 
with baggage from the past. I began 
reading the Bible conscientiously and 
immersed myself in the printed 
sermons of Martyn Lloyd-Jones and 
experienced times when God seemed 
very close. 
 
Accepting my personality 
 
A second costly realisation was that I must accept my personality. It always puzzled me that while those sitting 
in the pews around me seemed to find sermons and hymn-singing meaningful, almost always these left me 
completely untouched. Give me comfortable space, a book, pen and paper and the creative voice of God plants 
thoughts in my heart. In church, sitting on hard pews, surrounded by the rest of the congregation it’s almost 
impossible to focus on God. I came to realise that the way church is structured meets the needs of extroverts 
while doing little for introverts who encounter God and find a more healing space when alone. 
 
I had to accept that I am prone to fairly severe anxiety and depression, which I understand in retrospect made 
me susceptible to the wounds I suffered as a child. ‘Very hard to treat,’ said the pessimistic psychiatrist whom I 
visited when in my early thirties. My GP identified an antidepressant which I have taken on a low dosage ever 
since. This ameliorates many of the symptoms, though I still struggle with a tendency to negativism and a low-
grade melancholy which dulls my sense of God. 
 
Accepting what was already mine 
 
I realised, thirdly, that in evangelical circles there is much emphasis on longing for more of God. For me the 
emphasis should be on recognising and appreciating what I already have.  
 
When charismatic expressions of Christianity became more mainstream and encouraged people to seek the 
baptism of the Holy Spirit. I recall on two occasions I called out to God to receive his Spirit, and on both 
occasions, it seemed that God was absolutely silent. ‘Wasn’t that wonderful?’ said someone who, like me, had 
stood up to receive the Spirit. ‘Yes,’ I lied, utterly miserable. The next day I sought help from one of the leaders 
of the session, who did little more than send me off to read Catherine Marshall’s book Something More. 
Gradually I came to understand that I should focus not on seeking something more, but on embracing what I 
already had as God’s unique, precious, grace-blessed son. Even though my sense of his presence was 
intermittent and I heard his creative voice relatively infrequently, I was nonetheless secure in his love. 
 
 



Accepting the questions 
 
More recently, I have come to realise it’s OK to question evangelical assumptions. Until I approached the age of 
forty, I had no issues with traditional evangelical understandings of theology. Then I began to find myself 
confronted by questions demanding answers. Is the Bible’s portrayal of an eternal hell compatible with its 
portrayal of a just and loving God? Is infinite punishment a just sentence for finite sins? Does the traditional 
Christian theology of suffering, which regards it as the consequence of human sinfulness, adequately explain 
why a God whose heart throbs with love for humanity does nothing when confronted with a dying, 
malnourished child? Is it just to condemn people who are gay to a life of celibacy? What does it mean to say 
that the Bible is inspired when the editorial processes are very evident, and it looks on the face of it like any 
other human book? 
 
In the process of searching for answers, I realised that other, less conservative ways of looking at theology, 
which previously I’d assumed were beyond the pale, might provide equally valid ways of thinking about God. 
 
Accepting that others are on the same journey 
 
It was important for me to realise that in my journeying and questioning, I was not alone. Many of the books 
that helped and affirmed me on my journey will be familiar to readers of Spirited Exchanges - Dave 
Tomlinson’s Post-evangelical and Brian MacLaren’s A New Kind of Christian and its sequels. Another author 
whose work particularly helped me was Dr Anne Townsend a former missionary and Director of Care Trust. In 
an article in The Tablet in November 1996 and in her book Faith without Pretending she described her growing 
sense of mismatch between the person she tried to be outwardly as she struggled to conform to evangelical 
expectations and the person she actually was. Ultimately, as she wrote in The Tablet, she joined ‘former 
evangelical Christians from the more fundamentalist end of evangelicalism who have recently accepted the 
terror, isolation and guilt of moving away from their familiar religious pathways.’ 
 
Alan Jamieson’s, A Churchless Faith introduced me to the idea that there are stages in our faith development 
and that one stage involves an agonised questioning of all we have held to be true. This wilderness battle can, 
however, ultimately gift us a deeply-rooted set of beliefs which may be either similar to those we held earlier or 
radically different, but in either case are truly personal and wholly-owned as what we believe we have tested 
and proved for ourselves. 
 
It was good to find such fellow travellers through the medium of the printed word, because it seemed to me that 
few of the folk I knew would understand the journey I had embarked on.  
 
Accepting it’s OK to be real  
 
The final thing I realised was the importance of being real, of not pretending to be what I am not but rather 
openly sharing with others. This is far from easy. Life would be much more straightforward if I were an 
uncomplicated evangelical. But I’m not, and I never will be. 
 
I still wrestle sometimes with fear, guilt and doubt. I still occasionally wonder if God is really there, and if my 
long struggle to be a person of authentic faith has been worthwhile. When heaven is silent I find myself 
questioning from time to time whether atheism or at least agnosticism would not be a more credible position. 
Then come those quiet whispers which I’ve learned to identify as the voice of God; a thought from the Bible 
suddenly comes alive; I look again at the evidence for Christ’s resurrection and am reminded that something 
inexplicable took place that first Easter morning; I feel a stirring within me in the difficult days prompting me to 
choose goodness and truth; or I wonder again how, with my history of brokenness, I ever attracted a wife, or 
coped as a father, or succeeded in my career and again I realise that marriage, parenthood and work are precious 
God-given gifts. I am convinced once more that God is and has been and always will be with me. 



 
I have come to realise that while I’ve been standing looking through the window into the chapel where my 
evangelical brothers and sisters meet, if I lift my head I see that we are all part of a bigger family secure beneath 
the dome of a great cathedral whose walls of love shelter all who call upon God in the name of Jesus. 
                                                                                                                                                                  John A. H. Dempster 
 
[If you would like to correspond with John further, contact: johnahdempster@btinternet.com] 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Disclosure 
Prayer is like watching for the  
Kingfisher. All we can do is 
Be where he is likely to appear and  
Wait. 
Often, nothing much happens; 
There is space, silence and 
Expectancy. 
No visible sign, only the 
Knowledge that he’s been there, 
And may come again. 
Seeing or not seeing cease to matter, 
You have been prepared, 
But sometimes when you’ve almost 
Stopped expecting it 
A flash of brightness      
Gives encouragement.  
 
 
 
 
From Ann Lewin, Candles and Kingfishers, 
Inspire 1997 
 

 

 



Quiet Days on a narrow boat anyone? 
 
Mandy Wright has made some big shifts in her life over recent years. From evangelical to a broader 
and more contemplative faith paradigm, from land to water, church building to wider world as church 
and house to narrow boat. She tells a little of her story.  
 
I became a Christian when I was thirty 
through contact with a conservative 
Evangelical Anglican church. I was then 
thoroughly immersed in the charismatic 
expression of faith while living in a 
community in the late 90's. Whilst there, I 
became convinced that I was being called 
to full time ministry, so I tested a call to 
ordination by then working in a large 
church in London for a year. However, 
I found it very frustrating spending most of 
my time in church and so little time in the 
community. Just before my selection 
conference I met a Church Army evangelist and having heard what his job was like, I changed course and 
joined Church Army as an evangelist.  
Church Army College blew my mind. I was mixing with Christians from different traditions from my own. I was 
being asked to question things I had never examined before and felt my mind being cranked open. I loved 
every minute of it but at the end of the three years I had a very different faith and a growing suspicion that 
getting people from the 'unsaved' to 'saved' camp and saving souls for Heaven was not what evangelism 
should be all about! Just about to go out to my first post didn't feel like the right time to explore what 
evangelism might look like and so I knuckled down and tried to be a good evangelist the way I had been 
taught.  
 
The effort gradually drove me into depression and I nursed a growing fear that I was a 'backslider' and that the 
seventh circle of hell was reserved for ministers like me who lost their faith.  
  
I became more and more interested in people's lives in the here and now and less interested in how or whether 
they believed in God. I could happily follow Christ's teaching to feed the poor, visit the prisoner etc. I just 
couldn't threaten people into Heaven! I attended Greenbelt in 2005 and there met Jenny and others from 
Spirited Exchanges. Hearing them put into words what was in my heart led me to the realization I couldn’t 
continue what I was doing. I knew I had to leave. But leaving the Church meant I would also become homeless 
as well as jobless (and destined for hell). I had only had two careers in my life, so was challenged by the 
thought of how to get a job and a roof over my head.  
  
I continued on as was until January 2008 when I read an article about a narrowboat. There and then I decided 
that was the life for me - the gypsy life. Moving at only 3mph seemed to match my spiritual life perfectly! And 
so here I am 18 months down track living on my narrowboat 'Don't Panic' on the Trent and Mersey canal. The 
transition has had numerous challenges – finding work, new friendships etc. While there has been huge relief 
to be away from the Church it has also meant finding new ways to nurture faith outside the structures that held 
me previously.   
 
Living on the water is fantastic and it is giving me the space to slowly rebuild and reshape a new sort of faith. It 
is a new venture and I am now keen to offer this same sense of freedom and if needed provide a listening ear 
to others struggling with church or Christianity. 
 
‘The Narrow Way’ offers quiet or chill out days on the boat while we cruise the canal. If you would like further 
information please go to www.narrow-way.co.uk Please forgive the somewhat ‘churchy’ language. The website 
was designed for a range of people. If you would like to contact me directly I can be reached through the 
website.                                                                                                                                           Mandy Wright  



 
                              
 

                                                               The Age of Stupid 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
There has been a spate of films on climate change and environment themes of late - Home and End 
of the Line, a film about the effect of overfishing which I've not seen yet... and there is The Age of 
Stupid that I saw a few weeks back at a local school, and that we are showing on 30th July in East 
Oxford... (if you live nearby you are warmly invited). 
 
The Age of Stupid is the new film from the director of McLibel, Franny Armstrong, starring Oscar-
nominated Pete Postlethwaite as a man living alone in the devastated world of 2055, looking at actual 
footage from 2008 and asking why we didn’t stop climate change when we had the chance? 
 
“We could have saved ourselves, but we didn’t. It’s amazing. What state of mind were we in, to face 
extinction and simply shrug it off?... We wouldn’t be the first life form to make itself extinct. But what 

would be unique about us is that we did it knowingly. What does that say about us?” 
 
The film uses a mix of news footage from the past few years, along with widely accepted scientific 
predictions, to paint a picture of the impact that climate change is having, and will have, upon the 
earth and humankind. Weaving in and out of this are the stories of a diverse group of real people from 
across the world - a wind farm developer, a business man starting the first cheap airline in India, a 
glacier climbing guide, a woman suffering the consequences of oil spills in Nigeria, a retired scientist 
who has spent his life searching for oil, and the demonstrators against a local wind-farm. The film 
presents these people’s lives so that you catch glimpses of some of the apparent contradictions. You 
are not given answers, but instead left to chew on them yourself. This is a brave, helpful move... 
we've all got contradictions in our responses to such a complex issue... and the 'holier than though' 
approach only ends up alienating everyone from each other.  
 
Despite being well made and of a high quality, I can't tell you it is the 
best film ever made, it isn't. But then given that it is a self-funded film 
with no corporate sponsorship, it is an amazing example of 
independent film-making. It also means that it isn't a Hollywood 
blockbuster - and that is what makes this film so powerful. Using real 
news footage is not 'Hollywood' and looks 'cheap' in parts, yet is 
probably the most convincing way of sharing this message... for sure 
its much harder to ignore or argue against actual footage and widely 
accepted scientific predictions.  The film uses this to its advantage. 
 
It won't leave you feeling warm and fuzzy inside - but then it isn't intended to. It's a wake up call to us 
all, that if we carry on as we are then all predictions say that we are heading for serious problems... 
and for that this is the best film I've seen. The downside to this serious edge, however, is that despite 
the film being backed up by the Not Stupid campaign, if you don’t have the chance to share with 
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others, you're likely to feel overwhelmed and of little hope... and we are then in danger of carrying on 
as usual...  so its important to see this film with others, and chew over its contents together. 
 
So, how can you see this film at it's best (i.e. with others)?... Perhaps the most revolutionary nature of 
this film, is that the creative guys behind it have developed a way that anyone can buy a license to 
show it anywhere... all completely legally and meaning you can keep the profits (incidentally as Yann 
Arthus Bertrand has waived his copyrights you may be able to do a similar thing with Home), and this 
Indie Screening marketing technique I suspect could really catch on... 
 
Not wanting to miss out on a good thing we are putting on an Indie Screening at House244 in East 
Oxford on 30th July - booking details here - but why not go one better and put on your own screening 
- details how to here. Failing that you can obviously catch it where others are putting it on - details 
here). 
 
If you do put it on yourself I'd suggest trying to resist the temptation of having a speaker there to 
answer everyone's questions, as in my experience these tend to end up veering towards a bear pit 
and lead to endless debates concerning whether 'one should have an Aga or not' (important for sure 
for some people, but it can take the energy out of things in more ways than one)... rather I'd suggest 
spending time reflecting, leaving to one side all the questions for a moment, and asking yourselves 
"What is stopping you from doing something about climate change?"... and spending time breaking 
that down. 
Perhaps inevitably after seeing the film I was left with the following words from the old hymn, City of 
God, in my mind: 
 

Awake from your slumber! Arise from your sleep!  
A new day is dawning for all those who weep.  

The people in darkness have seen a great light.  
The Lord of our longing has conquered the night. 

 
[youtube=http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9dTyTTFgluk] 
 
Matt Freer 
 

 
 

If you would like to contribute an article, suggest a topic for discussion, comment about the newsletter or come off the 
mailing list please email:   Jenny  jennymac50@gmail.com      
Website: www.spiritedexchanges.org.uk or www.spiritedexchanges.org.nz   
If you would like to contribute financially to the work of Spirited Exchanges please email:  
Jim   jimcbarker@googlemail.com  
    
           

open dialogue – a space for reader response 
Your opportunity to express ideas, engage with previous articles, respond to what you are reading or inject a whole 
new topic in for discussion. You may offer your own story; a broadening or different view of the subject; or point to 
other resources. Send to jennymac50@gmail.com 
 
We ask you to respect the same guidelines that are followed in Spirited Exchanges groups:  

o We’re not trying to produce one answer. There is freedom for differing views and opinions. 
o Anyone is free to share his/her own view even if it’s different or ‘heretical’ from other’s perspective. 
o We ask for respect for each person’s opinions. 
o You won’t be held to the same views in future issues. 
o We let God defend God. 

 


