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Foreword

A great deal has changed since Living Faith While Hold-
ing Doubts was first published in 1989. Today religion is more 
likely to be associated—in the popular mind and public per-
ception—with violence, terrorism, or extremism. In 2001, 
radical Islamists were responsible for the 9/11 attacks on the 
United States, but the linkage is not limited to Islam. It can also 
be found in Christianity. In 1995, the Oklahoma City bomb-
ing linked some variety of Christianity to domestic terrorism. 
Sadly, many more such incidents tying religion and violence 
could be listed. One thing that has changed, then, is that in the 
popular mind, religion and violent extremism are much more 
frequently associated. 

There have been other shifts—seismic ones—in this period. 
America is no longer the Protestant Christian nation that it has 
been, at least by some measures. As late as 1983, 78 percent of 
Americans self-identified as Protestant Christian. By 2008, accord-
ing to the Pew Research Center, that percentage had fallen to 51 
percent. Protestantism—whether Evangelical or mainline—no 
longer enjoys the “taken-for-granted” status that was so long the 
case in North America. Moreover, the 2010 census confirmed 
what many had suspected: The fastest growing category, reli-
giously speaking, are the so-called “Nones,” those who indicate 
“none” when asked about religious affiliation.

Much has changed in recent decades in North America, 
particularly with regard to the role and place of religion in 
general, and Christianity in particular. Many of these changes 
have sown new seeds of doubt and distrust. But not all the 
changes are so self-evidently negative. A 2008 Gallup Poll con-
firmed that while interest in church attendance has declined, 
interest in “spirituality” has grown. This is evidenced by the 
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now ubiquitous use of the phrase “spiritual but not religious.” 
While such terms tend to hide at least as much as they reveal, 
these counter-trends indicate that interest in the spiritual 
life—even longing for spiritual meaning—is as strong, perhaps 
even stronger, than in a previous era.

So as we note major shifts of the last quarter century—the 
association of religion with violence, the decline of Protestant 
hegemony, the increased interest in spirituality—what are 
the implications for the present volume? For this observer, 
the rele vance of Living Faith While Holding Doubts has only 
grown with the passage of time since its initial publication. 
Both doubts about faith and religion and interest in faith 
and religion are—perhaps paradoxically—abundant. Martin 
Copenhaver has written a book for such a time as this, a time 
of doubt and a time of longing.

If much larger social context has changed during the 
period between the first and second editions of Living Faith 
While Holding Doubts, there is, nevertheless, also continu-
ity. One instance of that continuity is in the interests, even 
the passions, of its author, Martin Copenhaver. His central 
interests and commitments are constant. They are the inter-
ests and commitments of a pastoral theologian, and accord-
ingly, Living Faith While Holding Doubts is a work of pastoral
theology.

It is a work concerned with the core questions that pastors 
should address in the practice of ministry. This might itself be 
described as the “care and the cure of souls.” These have been 
the abiding interests and passions of Pastor Copenhaver, as 
evidenced by his other books and articles as well as his min-
istry as a congregational pastor and teacher over a period of 
more than thirty years. His focus has been clear and consis-
tent: helping people and congregations to grow in faith. 
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One might think that this would be the primary focus of 
all ordained ministers, especially those serving congregations. 
But that is not the case. Whether through timidity or distrac-
tion or lack of vocational clarity, many clergy seem not to get to 
the heart of the matter, to what Jesus said to Mary and Martha: 
that “one thing needful,” a living faith. 

Copenhaver, however, is focused on this central concern 
of ministry and the church: growing people of faith, of which 
this book is evidence. He addresses the questions people— 
both those within the church and those who are not within 
the church—are asking about faith, its meaning, and its 
significance.

Moreover, he focuses on these essential matters with wis-
dom born of a mind and spirit alert to—not averse to—com-
plexity. For when it comes to such terms and experiences 
as “belief,” “faith,” and “doubt,” there can be no simple or 
easy answers. As one example of his alertness to complex-
ity consider the following brief excerpt in which he explores 
the relative merits the terms of “growth” versus “decision.” Is 
faith something that grows gradually and over time? Or are 
there decisive moments, times to decide and commit? Here’s 
Copenhaver:

What is often lost in drawing such distinctions is that 
it poses a false choice. Both decision and growth have a 
place in relationships, including our own relationship with 
God. This is easy to observe in matters of the heart. There 
is a place for the slow flowering of a love, but there is also 
a place for the decision to marry. We may not be able to 
decide to love someone, but we can decide to commit our-
selves to the one we have begun to love.

One’s marginalia at such a point—indeed on the entire book—
might be “Pay Attention: Pastor at Work.”
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Today there are two particular types of people for which 
I think this book will prove deeply helpful. One is the long-
time church member who wonders now what she or he really 
believes, if anything. Under the pressure of changes noted 
earlier—the association of religion with violent extremism, 
the diminished role of Protestant Christianity, an increased 
interest in spirituality—some who were once more ardent find 
themselves living today with a diminished faith. This book 
honors where they are, but does not leave them there.

The second person for whom I can imagine this book to 
be especially welcome is what we have learned to call “the 
seeker.” The number of “un-,” “under-” and “de-churched” 
people in all our communities is growing. The number of those 
who have little or no church experience is on the increase. 
Some of those, at least, are eager to find a congregation where 
their questions, including their doubts, can be explored in 
safety and with others who seek to live their faith while hold-
ing doubts. For such seekers, and the congregations that wish 
to welcome them, this book will be especially valuable.

Anthony B. Robinson
Eastertide, 2013
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Preface

this book is not for everyone.
This book is not for those who are free from the grip of 

doubt. It is not for those who have found belief in God easy. 
It is not for those who have had an experience of belief that is 
so compelling that they are convinced, with Saint Teresa, that 
one drop of it, falling on hell, would turn hell into paradise. 
There are such people, to be sure, whose belief is so luminous 
and constant that it defies every shadow and seems to banish 
the night. There are a few such people, but there are very few 
indeed. 

Neither is this book for those who are utter disbelievers. 
It is not for those who are confirmed and comfortable in their 
dis belief in God. It is not for those who have determined that 
religion is simply a numbing tonic of superstition and wishful 
thinking. There are such people, as surely as there are constant 
believers, who have concluded that stories of God are mere fairy 
tales, relics of childhood that are unbecoming, if not downright 
harmful, if carried into adulthood. There are such people, but 
their number is not as large as is sometimes supposed. 

This book is addressed to those who find themselves 
between these two groups. They have neither luminous belief 
nor utter disbelief. They can affirm a belief in God, on occa-
sion at least, yet still hold doubts and never quite get used to 
the uneasy mix of doubt and belief in their lives. Their belief 
is hesitant, uncertain, sporadic, often unsatisfying. They may 
yearn for belief, yet find it elusive. The words of the man who 
turned to Jesus echo in their own hearts: “I believe; help my 
unbelief” (Mark 9:24). 

Although much of what is said in this book pertains to 
the relationship between belief and doubt in general, it is 
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addressed more specifically to those who both believe and 
disbelieve what the Christian tradition affirms about God. It 
is written for those who may have considerable doubt about 
many things, including the claims made by other world reli-
gions, but whose experience of doubting the Christian God 
is somehow different. For these readers, what is affirmed in 
the Christian tradition may be just as hard to accept as other 
claims to truth, but it is not rejected with the same ease with 
which other claims are rejected or at least not without a cer-
tain wistful reluctance. It is to the Christian gospel that they 
return again and again, even if they bring the same doubt with 
them each time. 

Those who have such a mixture of belief and disbelief may 
be found outside the church, but, just as surely, they can be 
found within the church. Such people may choose to remain 
on the fringe of the church’s life, but may also be found among 
the active and involved. They may attend worship each Sun-
day. They may teach Sunday school. They may be deacons. 
And—need I add—they may be ordained ministers as well. 

I think of one such person I will call David. It is a Sunday 
morning. David walks up the worn and familiar steps of his 
church. He is greeted by a cheery cluster of members chatting 
in the narthex. Someone asks him why he brought an umbrella. 
He replies that he brought it along to ensure that it would not 
rain that day. It is an old joke they have shared on many occa-
sions, but everyone laughs anyway. The joke and the laugh-
ter are among the Sunday rituals that have been worn smooth 
through time. 

David is ushered to his seat. And it is his seat. Ever since he 
joined the church he has sat in the same pew. When, on occa-
sion, it has been filled and he has been forced to sit elsewhere, 
he has had to fight a feeling of resentment, almost as if he had 
entered his home to find someone else living there. 
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