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‘Mike McHargue tells you about the science of everything in a way that is both interesting and immediately applicable. In Finding God in the Waves, he employs this gift on a whole new scale by explaining the science of how to walk with God—especially for those who doubt God is real at all.’

Donald Miller, bestselling author of Scary Close and Blue Like Jazz

‘One of the most original and moving accounts of faith I have read in recent years. Anyone who has tussled with doubt—and who hasn’t?—should read this book.’

Tanya Luhrmann, professor of anthropology, Stanford University, and author of When God Talks Back

‘More than your typical “science vs. faith” book, Finding God in the Waves is a deeply engrossing story about the experience of doubt, the thrill of discovery, and what it means to be human. An essential, unprecedented read on the role contemplation plays in how we can know God, even in an age of scepticism.’

Richard Rohr, author of Falling Upward and founder of the Center for Action and Contemplation

‘It’s so rare to find a book that is both this important and this much fun to read. With this funny, intelligent, and disarmingly honest work, Mike McHargue has established himself as one of the most thoughtful and necessary Christian voices of our time.’

Rachel Held Evans, author of Searching for Sunday and A Year of Biblical Womanhood

‘No one merges science and faith, mystery and reason better than Science Mike.’

Pete Holmes, comedian and star of the HBO comedy Crashing

‘A vulnerable, relentlessly logical account of the deconstruction and reconstruction of faith that’s sure to challenge sceptics and believers alike. McHargue’s story will resonate with anyone who’s ever doubted, been the odd one out, or struggled to make sense of their faith.’

Matthew Vines, author of God and the Gay Christian and executive director of the Reformation Project

‘Unlike any other book I’ve read. Rather than placing facts and meaning at odds, Mike invites us into the freedom of both.’

Sarah Bessey, author of Out of Sorts and Jesus Feminist

‘Faith and doubt exist more closely than many of us acknowledge. In Finding God in the Waves, it feels as if Mike is sitting at a table, inviting the reader to bring questions and fears to a conversations about how our doubts can actually bring us closer to God and not further apart. The message of hope and beauty in this book is for all of us: the believers and the doubters, the nerds and the creatives, the sceptics and the faithful.’

Amena Brown, spoken-word poet and author of Breaking Old Rhythms: Answering the Call of a Creative God

‘This is the best book on navigating the tension between science and faith that I’ve ever come across. For any who desire to have some sort of faith or spiritual practice, but who also love science and don’t know how to navigate the apparent conflicting claims of both, Finding God in the Waves may be one of the most important books that they will ever read.’

Michael Gungor, musician and author of The Crowd, the Critic, and the Muse

‘This is the most honest, challenging, and insightful book on reclaiming a lost faith that I’ve ever read –utterly unique and unexpected. I couldn’t put it down.’

Peter Enns, author of The Sin of Certainty

‘A rare and needed voice, McHargue reminds us that science and faith are not opposites, but allies. Brimming with honesty, vulnerability, and a deep appreciation for the mysteries of the universe we inhabit, Finding God in the Waves will mean so much to so many.’

Ryan O’Neal, Sleeping at Last
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For Jenny and Mom, who held out a candle when I was in the dark.

For Madison and Macey, who already have questions on their own journeys with God.

And for my dearly departed granddad—the first to hear these words in our last afternoon together. After hearing them, he told me for the first time about his own doubts, paused for a moment, and then said, “Don’t tell your grandmama.”
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The first gulp from the glass of natural sciences will turn you into an atheist, but at the bottom of the glass God is waiting for you.

—Werner Heisenberg, theoretical physicist
 and one of the pioneers of quantum mechanics
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FOREWORD

by Rob Bell

You have to feel the oven’s fire.

—Rumi

The other day Mike and I were chatting on the phone like we do from time to time—Mike in Florida, me in Los Angeles. I don’t remember what we were talking about, but I remember there was this moment in the conversation when I said something and then the line went quiet—the kind of quiet that makes you think the call has been dropped. But just when I was about to ask

Still there?

I heard Mike make that noise you make when you’re choked up with emotion.

I believe sniffle is the word.

You know this sound, right?

[image: Image Missing]

It’s the thing that happens to you when you are so fully engaged and moved by whatever is going on that you have to express it, and your eyes have just started to sting because they’re about to tear up, and you’re trying to keep your nose from running, but then you make that noise.

That sniffle noise.

I tell you about what happened on that call because I’ve known Mike for four years now and I’ve been struck on a number of occasions by how engaged and involved and tuned in and

fully alive

he is to the people and experiences around him.

Yes, Mike is a smart dude, but it isn’t just his brain,

it’s his heart.

And it isn’t just his heart, it’s his refusal to let his life pass him

by without giving it everything he’s got.

Whatever he does, he throws himself into it.

All of himself.

That’s the thing about being fully alive—you feel everything so much more—

the pain and

loss and

doubt and

anger and

bewilderment and

confusion and the

joy and

love and

euphoria and

everything in between.

I point this out about Mike because I know some people

will read this book and think that it’s about

science or

faith or

doubt or

belief or

atheism or

Jesus or

God or

prayer or

church or

marriage or

friends.

And they’ll be right. Kind of.

But that’s just scratching the surface.

At its heart, this is a book about being fully alive.

And to be fully alive, you have to be honest.

About everything.

[image: Image Missing]

So in the scene of the book when Mike is there on the couch with his wife Jenny, telling her what he really thinks about the existence of God and everything they’ve built their life on (a bit of a spoiler right there), Mike is doing more than telling a story about family and security and trust. He is showing you what it actually looks like to be fully alive and all that comes with it.

As you read this book, then, you’ll find that Mike has a lot to say about physics and cosmology and God and doubt. You’ll find that he has a lot to say about why church matters, about finding traces of the divine in your neural pathways, about how to read the Bible in an age of scientific revelation.

But much more important than all of that, I think that as you read this book you’ll find yourself asking all kinds of questions about what it means for you to be relentlessly committed to your own vitality—engaged and discovering and questioning and learning and growing and enjoying—and that from time to time you’ll find yourself

sniffling

because you’re that fully alive.

Rob Bell

April 2016

Los Angeles, California


INTRODUCTION



She looks at me with haunted eyes.

We’re in a small church held in a hotel conference room in Texas, and I’ve been talking about God and the brain for almost an hour. I just answered a question about how Christians should talk to atheists, and as soon as I finished talking, she spoke up.

“So, what I’m hearing you say is that it’s OK to be an atheist and come to church and pray. Because I’ve been sitting in church for, maybe, four months now, and I’ve been an atheist my entire adult life.”

She tells me about studying anthropology in college, how she came to find all this God stuff preposterous. And yet, she likes to pray. She says it gives her comfort. But then she asks a question that makes my heart ache.

“Can I sit here in church like an impostor?” she asks. “Am I an impostor?”

I take a moment to collect myself. Her honesty and vulnerability are too familiar: I, too, have sat in a roomful of Christians and admitted I don’t believe in Christ—or in any God at all.

I tell her a story about a man walking along the shore of a lake. On his way, he runs into two fishermen. They’re busy working, but he holds their attention long enough to tell them he’ll show them how to bring in people instead of fish if they come with him. The two fishermen drop their nets and follow the man.

I tell her one of those fishermen was Simon (who is also called Peter) and that he is one of the founders of the Church (with a big C). When Peter dropped his net and followed the man—Jesus—he didn’t know anything about the Messiah being a sacrificial lamb or about crucifixion or resurrection. He just heard the man’s story and believed it enough to follow him.

The Gospels are a collection of stories about Peter and the other 11 disciples constantly doubting, believing the wrong thing, or entirely missing the point of what Jesus was saying.

So, do I think it’s OK not to know what you believe and still be a part of the Church?

Heck, yeah. In fact, I think that’s exactly what following Jesus is about.
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We live in interesting times, don’t we?

We’ve got atheists in churches and Christians who would never dream of stepping into a house of worship. Four in ten Americans believe that God created Earth with His own hands fewer than 10,000 years ago. Three in ten believe that the universe is billions of years old and that life developed via evolution without any intervention from any god. The rest of us generally believe some combination of those two extremes.

We’re also living in a period of tremendous social upheaval. The secular nations of Europe have, for the most part, bid farewell to organized religion, although belief in things spiritual and in the afterlife remains common. The United States is among the most deeply religious nations in the developed world, and yet even here religion is in historic decline. The fastest-growing American “religion” is “none.”

More congregations are shrinking than growing, and more churches are closing than starting up. But that doesn’t mean atheism has become more popular. Most Americans say they would never cast their vote for an atheist president, and commonly held scientific insights involving climate change and the Big Bang theory remain controversial with the American public. Meanwhile, however, atheism has become one of the largest and most organized “religious” movements on the Internet.

For me, this isn’t simply a sociological trend or mere matter of religious history. It’s personal. Throughout my childhood and young adulthood, as a member of a conservative Southern Baptist church, I loved and followed Jesus, until my faith unraveled when my parents’ marriage fell apart. The collapse of their 30-year union sent me to the Scriptures, where I thought I’d find God’s answers to the crisis. But instead of answers, I found contradictions and a God so brutal it frightened me. In time, I became an atheist in private while in public continuing to serve as a church leader, deacon, and Sunday-school teacher. Afraid of being found out, I led a double life: showing up at church on Sunday mornings, then going home afterward to plan a post-religious future for the world with other atheists on the Internet.

I was the world’s least interesting double agent. But my mission was killing me.

Years later, God moved miraculously in my life, and I came back to the fold of the faithful. But it wasn’t by studying sacred scriptures or works of theology. It was through science—studying neuroscience and cosmology and discovering a God who was as mysterious as quantum physics and as intimately near as the neurons of my own brain. That journey is the story of this book.

I know what it’s like to be a Christian. I have been saved and baptized, and I have followed Jesus day by day for years on end.

I know what it’s like to feel that God is standing next to you, and I know what it’s like to hear His voice.

I also know what it’s like to doubt.

I know how it feels to have questions pile up until their cumulative weight crushes everything you thought you knew about the world and its Maker.

I know what it’s like to be an atheist.

I know what it’s like to trust only in what you can support with empirical evidence.

I know what it’s like to know right from wrong without the aid of divine laws, instead relying on careful examination of how human actions can violate others’ consent and produce suffering.

These streams of faith and doubt, religion and science, collide in our culture, creating rapids and whirlpools that rob people of their sense of meaning and purpose. Our different beliefs about God tear families apart, fuel culture wars, and even drive some people to suicide. This volatile mix of faith, doubt, secularism, spirituality, and atheism have driven our American melting pot past the boiling point. But I’ve also learned that it’s possible to reclaim two seemingly staunch adversaries—science and faith—as partners, to open myself to the movement of God without rejecting scientific insights about our world.

You can know God intimately while acknowledging the mystery, even the absurdity, of such a notion. You can experience the proven neurological benefits of prayer even as you contemplate how science shows prayer’s limitations. You can be part of the global body of people who follow God without turning off your brain or believing things that go against your conscience. You can read the Bible without having to brush off its ancient portrayal of science or its all-too-frequent brutality.

And you can meet a risen Son of God named Jesus while wondering how such a thing could ever be true.
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