Fostering Christian Hope Among Mistrusting Late-Adolescents

Author: Chris D. Clements,

Abstract: A faith ‘deconstruction’ process can be a prelude to deconversion among late
adolescents and young adults in North America. In its common use, faith ‘deconstruction’ can
refer to the process of realizing one’s faith-based hopes do not correspond with lived experience.
Yet this process can also factor into a young person’s Christian discipleship. Lament, as
participating in God’s sorrow, can equally be a prelude to hope, and a practice that offers the
possibility of trusting God again.
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Introduction

In contemporary North America, the popular-level language of faith “deconstruction” evokes an
image of persons examining the meanings of their Christian faith, and deciding how to integrate
these meanings into their maturing sense of self and world. Often this activity coincides with the
late adolescent or early adult period of the lifecycle — a time when young people raised in
Christian communities are establishing themselves apart from their family of origin, and perhaps
in communities with different value commitments than that of their formative years.

The maturing young person reflecting on a childhood faith, says Sgren Kierkegaard, is a
person who is finding themselves facing the “universal.”* This is an individual who is
discovering that they can know and be known by communities outside the boundaries of their
childhood frame of reference. At the same time, this is a person who can feel as though they are
a solo traveler, without a firmly established place that can be distinctly called their own. Not all

persons will find themselves bound by this quest, for some young people will find stability and



confidence in a trusted leader’s appraisal of the wider world, never finding themselves
navigating the universal for themselves.? Yet avoiding a personal encounter with the broader
world is increasingly less common, as interconnected North American modernity directs its
participants into the public sphere where they will encounter firsthand a pluralism of ideas and
values.®

The encounter with the broader world of public ideas will in some cases serve as a
prelude to deconversion as young people raised in the church choose new paths offered to them
from within the plurality of the public world. In other cases, the encounter with the universal
leads to a prolonged period of ambiguity as young people neither commit to, or specifically leave
behind, the faith of their formative years. Finally in some cases “deconstruction” can also serve
as a prelude to a reconstitution of childhood faith into adult commitments, able to address
sorrow, hope, and the divine.*

In this paper I argue that what we refer to as deconstruction is first, the recognition of
dissatisfaction, and the hope that something more beautiful is possible. I suggest second, that
while deconstruction is an uncertain time of life, it is not in all cases an event that leads to the
loss of faith. Finally | suggest that the practice of Christian lament offers persons a means of
navigating the religious mistrust that can accompany sorrow. Lament is bringing sorrow to God,
but lament is also responding to God. Lament is a posture of articulating pain without letting this
pain fill the entirety of one’s view—for as the pain in lament is offered to God, this act is done
with at least some measure of hope in the goodness of God. If persons prone to religious mistrust
can find that their pain is meaningfully brought to God, the initially small act of hope provides a

setting on which a fulness of hope might be cultivated.



The origins of deconstruction
In North American evangelical Christian culture, the language of deconstruction is used to speak
of personal process of re-examining one’s Christian commitments, probing what was formerly
assumed, in order to discern if the goodness expected in faith, is still present. The language of
deconstruction is borrowed from a form of literary criticism pioneered by Jacques Derrida.
Aimed at the negative, Derrida’s deconstruction is an approach to literary interpretation that
seeks to identify what is “unqualifiable or unnamable” in a text.® It is a Ssystem that focuses on
the negative — not in the sense of being pessimistic, but in the sense of attention being given to
what a text is not saying well. It is an instinct that aims to “overturn the hierarchy at a given
moment.”®
A sense of what is absent or unknown is a hopeful step toward illuminating what might
be intended to have been said within a text. Given that it is difficult to articulate what is
unqualifiable and unnamable, Derrida resists offering a concise account of what deconstruction
is, or is not. He speaks of deconstruction loosely, indicating that his system is a form of playing
with the “representation” of what a text may or may not mean.’ Steven Gormley brings some
clarity to Derrida’s account of deconstruction, saying that the process aims at “knowing or
having certainty about responding justly to the other” by grappling with the “undecidability” of a
given text.® An adequate response to a text, will involve addressing the undecidability of a text,
without reducing or minimizing the meaning of its undecidability. A congruent response to a
text, says Gormley, involves “the demand not to dissolve the ordeal of undecidability, not to
close off this experience of having to respond, without assurance, to the interruption of an

incalculable other.”®

The popular-level use of the term ‘deconstruction’ in the North American Christian



community references the grappling with ‘undecidability’ in the life of faith, as opposed to the
domain of literary interpretation.
The language of deconstruction appears in contemporary faith discourse when, for example, the
local young adult church group hosts a talk about Christian commitments being difficult in a
secular age. It is what parents say about their children who grew up through youth group, but
who have become somewhat ambivalent about faith in early adulthood. Or it is the language
spoken by our local InterVarsity staff who see post-secondary students developing an instinct for
justice, yet being reluctant to speak about these instincts with Christian commitments.
Undecidability is a feature of North American pluralism. Multiple possibilities for
interpreting one’s life and setting can blur a sense of self and settled conviction, leaving a person
feeling adrift and without stable ground to stand upon.'® Efforts to insulate young people from a
pluralistic public are rightly or wrongly, unlikely to succeed when the digital tools of
communication for North American young people, specifically post-pandemic, are ubiquitous
and an inextricable connection to public life.!! In the past the church has sought to resolve the
tension of modern pluralism by insulating young people from wider influences, and directing
them into Christian truth. This was done with good intentions, and Biblical support, for
proclaiming and defending Christian truth is the path to Christian freedom (Jn. 8:32). Yet the
assumption that the presentation of truth will independently motivate faith commitments is worth
revisiting. In the face of a changing culture, Christianity’s best efforts to announce what is true
has not been able to secure the church from faith attrition. It is worth remembering that Christian
living is, in addition to a response to truth, also a matter of desire and volition.'> Hope, in
addition to truth, is equally essential to a committed Christian life.

Undecidability and hope are not mutually exclusive, and John Caputo has located hope



within Derrida’s hermeneutics, suggesting that deconstruction’s interest in the negative requires
a hopeful sense that meaning yet remains possible. Caputo describes deconstruction as “a passion
and a prayer for the impossible, a defense of the impossible against its critics, a plea for/to the
experience of the impossible.”*® Caputo repositions deconstruction from a literary process to an
experience of longing, and fashions this experience of longing with religious language. The
required commitment to deconstruction in either its literary or experiential forms, is a sense that
something beautiful is possible in text or life, even if this beauty is yet unclarified or unrealized.

Deconstruction feels the sadness of beauty not yet appeared, but is also the realization
that the beauty hoped for can also be anticipated. Deconstruction is not an activity of destroying
meaning, but the identification of ambiguity, with the purpose of constructing meaning. Caputo
instructs us that “Derrida would never dream of doing away with all dreams, would never dream
of doing away with a passion for the impossible.”** The right response to discovering our
assumptions have had a hollow character is not to assume that no meaning exists anywhere, but
to find a hopeful meaning that both does exist, and will endure.

By fitting the language of deconstruction with Caputo’s voice, | suggest specifically that
not all is lost when young people begin to wrestle with religious commitments in a modern
world. That they have not immediately thrown religious meaning out like an unwanted flier,
signals a recognition of goodness in religious meaning, even if it is not immediately clear what
this goodness is to them. At the same time it would be misleading to suggest that deconstruction
is just an ambiguous holding period that is capped by the emergence of a mature faith, without

also appreciating that deconstruction in many cases, is also a prelude to deconversion.

Deconstruction and deconversion.



While deconstruction’s undecidability can be resolved as Christian commitments reemerge, there
is also the possibility that in undecidability, Christian commitments could also be abandoned.
Caputo’s ‘passion for the impossible’ visits religious people, in a modern age, caught between
two competing sets of logic. Religious logic is rooted in rural, agrarian, hegemonic society, and
the modern age set in an urban, technological, pluralistic modernity, where the religious person
experiences the “dizzying repulsion/attraction” of both systems.'® Grasped by this disorientation,
deconstructing persons grapple with a sorrowful sense that the understandings of the old world
might not fit within the new.

Questioning one’s faith is not the only factor in deconversion, but it is a significant
factor. Kimberlee K. C. Everson identifies five factors that play a common role in deconversion
accounts.'® First, after a change in personal identity, beliefs that do not fit one’s identity
distinctives may be eroded. Second, a change in social group can be accompanied by a change in
belief commitments. Third, deconversion may occur as persons process a sense of despair while
longing for hope and meaning (events most specifically related to what we have been calling
deconstruction).!” And a slightly lower rate of persons report that, fourth and fifth, deconversion
occurs as a new idea is encountered that seems to immediately make sense, or in response to a
change in mentorship.

Karen Adriana Lee and Peter Madsen Gubi find that deconversion tends to be
experienced as gradual and non-volitional. De-converts are not initially looking for reasons to
leave, and in some cases are resisting the process.'® There isn’t a single factor in deconversion,
but a mix of intellectual, emotive, and intuitive perceptions lead persons down a path toward
deconversion. One of Lee and Gubi’s respondents explains how they began to drift from faith

after seeking support yet finding “the Christian explanations made no sense or were hurtful.”°



Another respondent reports “a large and accumulating number of things were really my reality,
what | was experiencing didn’t line up with what I saw the bible says should happen.”?°

Heinz Streib finds that deconversion tends to occur after a period of crisis that has left a
person’s sense of self and belief “unorganized.”?! This unorganized state of being is not solely a
matter of confused thinking, although processes of deconversion generally include persons
reasoning through doubt. Streib identifies moral criticism, loss of religious experience,
disappointment with high expectations, and disaffiliation with a specific group that leads to a
disconnect with the broader religious tradition, as contributing factors to deconversion. These, he
suggests, are experiences individuals are seeking interpretations for, and are not strictly
intellectual problems in need of a rational solution.?? Deconversion in Streib’s study, centers on a
loss of hope during an unorganized time of life.

The person who is deconstructing faith therefore, is not just a person with intellectual
ambiguities on their hands, but is a person who has hoped for something good and yet has been
left wanting. Consider the character of Job as a biblical figure in a similar situation. Under tragic
circumstances Job’s children are crushed to death by a collapsed house, and his servants are slain
by marauding raiders. His lively hood in crops and livestock is wiped out, his health is taken
from him, and his future well-being becomes very uncertain. In response Job cries out to God, “I
have no peace, no quietness; | have no rest, but only turmoil” (Job 3:26, NIV). A. J. Swoboda
imagines Job’s sense of confusion, paraphrasing Job’s voice, “why has all this injustice
happened to me? Is the world broken if this is what I get out of it? Does Yahweh even love me
given that all this has happened?”?

The possibility of despair and disillusionment is a live option for Job in his unorganized

state. Yet even in the midst of sorrow, says Swoboda, “true worship is loving the God who is.” ?*



While it is tempting for Job to wish for a God that takes his sorrow away, the god he might
prefer would also be a god created to satisfy his preferences, and this prospect, finds Job, is
unappealing. A practice of addressing the God who is, with our sorrow, is through lament.
Swoboda observes that space for lament tends not to be encouraged in evangelical communities,
where an instinct to defend God can preclude our ability to bring the sorrow of deconstruction to
God.® Yet this defensive posture may be a misstep, for lament is a different activity from
complaining or bitterness. In lament persons present both their sorrow and themselves before
God—an offering given with at least some measure of hope that God will hear and respond. The
presence of hope in lament is significant. Even as there isn’t an immediate need to rush to hope
before fully articulating sorrow, the hint of hope in lament invites a person to hold a vision of
God as a source of healing, even through the pain they are holding.

Before moving to develop a theology of lament for deconstruction, I first, explore an
account of deconversion where the church fails to make space for lament. While it is of limited
use to speculate how things may have proceeded differently given an alternate course of events, |
suggest that the church’s superficial responses factor into this individual’s choice to turn from
God, and to shoulder their own pain themselves. After exploring this initial account of
deconversion, | explore what makes lament a Christian practice, and thereafter, illustrate a
second account of someone who brings their lament to God, and who finds a seed of hope that

grows through the process.

A study in deconstruction and deconversion
Craig Thompson’s graphic novel, Blankets, illustrates the self-narrated events of Thompson’s

life while growing up in a Christian family and his deconversion in early adulthood. The



goodness of the Christian tradition seemed to be a given within his early childhood, but by early
adulthood, shameful, tragic, or abusive events have eroded his sense of religious goodness, and
have left him with empty meanings. The character of Craig in the graphic novel is not angry or
resentful, but harbors a melancholy rooted in the loss of the religious hope he had once found so
lifegiving. Part of the melancholy he articulates comes in the form of feeling he should carry his
sorrow alone, without either the care of the church or the care of God. At the story’s end, the
Craig character confesses “I still believe in God, the teaching of Jesus even,” but qualifies his
commitment to this system saying, “but the rest of Christianity, its bible, its churches, its dogma,
only sets up boundaries between people and cultures. It denies the beauty of being human.”?®
Thompson’s work opens with a scene of he and his brother sharing a bed as children,
given his family didn’t have the means to offer their children separate rooms or beds. When one
night he and his brother end up fighting nosily and persistently about who gets the blankets,
Craig’s frustrated father moves his younger brother into a storage cubby for the night. This is a
formative experience for the Craig character, becoming his first realization that injustices can be
perpetrated against him or his younger brother, and that both are powerless in the face of
perceived cruelty. Thompson reflects, “as a child, I thought that life was the most horrible world

anyone could ever live in, and that there had to be something better.”




The view Thompson begins painting of the world is one that is profoundly sad. He speaks
about a beauty that he had trusted would emerge, but which did not arrive. He writes about being
bullied at school as a teenager and expecting to find friendship at a Christmas break church
camp, but discovering that the Christian kids were just as mean as the school kids. The Craig
character says “something about being rejected at church camp felt so much more awful than
being rejected at school.”?” Taken aback by this experience, Craig seeks understanding from his
Sunday school teacher. He indicates to the teacher that he is a solitary creature, and wonders if
drawing is a possible recreational pastime when eventually he gets to heaven. But the Sunday
school teacher apparently cannot appreciate Craig for who he is, and tells him that he will not be
using his drawing skills, but his singing voice for worship. Craig reports that he wanted to be
dutiful, and he chooses to rationalize the absence of drawing in heaven, which he really enjoys,

saying “how could I have lived such a selfish existence anyway?”?

a Selfish
existence

As Thompson’s reflections progress, Craig recalls the event of becoming a teenage boy

and finding a girlfriend. She is someone who understands him where others could not, and he is
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torn between feelings of guilt and pleasure in his intimacy with her. Confused about these new
feelings, the character of Craig remembers a boyhood experience of guilt and pleasure with his
body. One boyhood evening a competition between he and his brother begins, which escalates in
unexpected ways to the point that both brothers are attempting to urinate upon each other. After
being found out and scolded, Craig is placed in the shower by his mother, where he reflects “I
could still feel the sin on my body.”?® Thompson contrasts the innocence of boyhood intimacy
with the experience of teenage sexual intimacy, intimating that his Christian upbringing didn’t

offer him a view of goodness in the use of his body, but shame about his body to be carried.

but stil | could
feel the SiN
on my body .

Having grown up and moved out of his parent’s house, the character of Craig decides that
the religious instincts of his youth cannot be sustained into adulthood. It is a mix of everything.
His parents, the Sunday school teacher who didn’t hear him, the bullies at the Christian camp,
the shame in his body, and while he believes God is there, he does not have the capacity to care
about this god, and elects to go his own way. He likens faith to his high school girl friend,
contrasting the experience of falling in love and breaking up with the story of developing a
Christian faith and then going his own way. In both accounts it is as if something very beautiful

was held, only later to discover that his attentions had only fallen on what would later be
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revealed as an illusion. The character of Craig reflects at the end of the novel, “sometimes upon

waking, the residual dream can be more appealing than reality, and one is reluctant to give it

up.”30

the residual dream
)| can be more Zppea|-
ing than reality,

il and one is
reluctant to
give it up.

Thompson’s account of deconversion is as it were, a prayer for the impossible. He is
anticipating the goodness of the Christian narrative, but when these anticipations fall short, he is
left unorganized in his response. His account of moving out of faith does not rise and fall on
unanswered questions, but orbits the personal feeling of being left unaddressed by a system that
speaks to itself, and cares for itself, but does not in the end, speak or care for him. The responses
he does receive from the Christians he trusts feel as though they are intended to defend the
Christian system, as opposed to help him interpret his life.

Thompson’s account of deconstruction arrives for the reader as an account of his sadness.
He wants to express his sense of sorrow in the context, and offer this sorrow to others who could

possibly bear his story with him. In that his story is not heard by the church, Thompson comes to
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the conclusion that what worship he is able offer does not have a place in the church. Kathleen
M. O’Connor writes about the significance of locating what is painful and hopeful within human
experience. Articulating the painful, she suggests, is a posture in which the afflicted become
subjects instead of objects.3! Accepting and naming the painful is essential to worship, for as
O’Connor writes “crushed spirits cannot worship unless that worship speaks from pain.”* The
inability of the church to hear and facilitate Craig’s lament, in the end, is one of the given
reasons for Craig’s departure from faith. As Craig is addressed by the Christian communities of
his youth, they wish to speak exclusively of what should or ought to be, as opposed to what is—
including the reality of his sorrow, and the possibility of hoping afresh in God.

O’Connor suggests that hope cannot be sustained when suffering is denied. “Whether
practiced by societies or individuals” reflects O’Connor, “denial constricts hope, depletes life,
and aborts praise.”® Phil Zylla observes that suffering, in its many forms, is felt as a serious
disruption, and exists independently of the value people external to a situation place on the
suffering. Zylla writes “rather than trying to gauge the seriousness of our suffering, we can take
it for what it is: a disruption, a calamity, a deep and troubling event.”3* As those around Craig are
unwilling to take his suffering seriously, there are also then, no persons who are able to help
Craig hear God’s address to him in his suffering.

It is difficult to speculate how Thompson’s story might have changed should the church
have offered him a place for lament. Perhaps he would have rejected the church’s care and
continued on his way. Or perhaps not. Yet the inability of the church to attend to Crag’s sorrows
and direct him in his sorrow to the person and action of God is a misstep in the church’s pastoral
vision. The church who represents Christ might have wished to invite Craig to bring his sorrow

to Christ, and invite Craig not to respond only to his sorrow, but respond to Christ in the midst of
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this sorrow.

Moving into lament

| have said that deconstruction holds a view of goodness not yet realized and despite
deconstruction being an unorganized event, it must also be at least in some capacity, an event
that maintains a view of hope. Christian hope is more than deliberate optimism. Jirgen
Moltmann calls the practice of Christian hoping a “realistic” activity. He argues that “Hope alone
is called to be ‘realistic,” because it alone takes seriously the possibilities with which all reality is
fraught. It does not take things as they happen to stand or to lie, but as progressing, moving
things with possibilities of change.”® A practice that holds together the realism of sorrow, God,
and the seeds of hope, is the practice of lament.

The prophet Jeremiah cries out to God and to his reader in Lamentations, “this is why |
weep and my eyes overflow with tears. No one is near to comfort me, no one to restore my
spirit” (Lam. 1:16, NIV). The prophet cannot turn away from the destruction of Jerusalem, and
there is no denial in his voice about the horrors that have been visited upon his people. Having
accounted for his sorrow, the prophet also cannot deny the hope that he longs for. The prophet
finds that God will not prolog Jerusalem’s exile needlessly (Lam. 4:22), and anticipates God
returning himself to his people (Lam. 5:21).

Elements of sorrow and hope are the same elements of lament. Amy Plantinga Pauw
reflects on the nature of death and the lament that accompanies the loss of a loved one. She
observes that death in Western societies has been handed over to the medical domain and to
funeral services.®® This distance that is placed between persons and death in the largely

secularized Western world signals a reluctance to confront the realities of death, betraying a

14



logic where the uncomfortable hopelessness in death should be avoided for as long as possible.

Pauw encourages readers to face death and its sorrows, because lament is a practice that
also values life.*” It is because life is so significant that lament becomes so significant. Christian
lament, says Pauw, is the acknowledgement that God is there, in the pain, in sorrow, yet at the
same time lament is also an expression of hope.*® The God who is there in the pain, is the God
who wishes for his people to respond to Him, in the midst of their pain. A person who brings
their pain to God, is not the sum totality of their pain, but a person who with sorrow has reached
out to God anticipating a gesture of comfort or a word of direction. This pattern of addressing
God in sorrow and hope can be seen in the psalms, as the palmist openly searches for an
adequate articulation of their experience, their sorrow, and the address of God in the midst of
their situation.

Pauw links the theme of lament to God’s caring judgement. In lament, the sorrows of this
world are given to God in the understanding that God is just.*® The judgement of God includes
God’s decision against sin, but there is an accompanying form of judgement not expressly
mentioned, which is judgement in the form of seeing and deciding rightly. Lament involves a
person articulating what is worth lamenting, and in bringing their articulation to God, the
lamenting person locates their sorrow in relation to God. Lament carefully articulated for God, is
an exercise in seeing and understanding the world surrounding the sorrowful event, including the
reality of God in this world. Lament in the Christian tradition will involve articulating God’s
action within the setting of sorrow.

Swoboda observes that Job does not receive immediate answers to his questions, nor in
some cases, any answer at all. What Job does receive however is the presence of God.*° God’s

decision to leave questions unanswered, but offer His presence, signals a difference between the
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human experience of faith as an encounter and relation to God, and belief, which is the human
understanding of God and God’s work in this world. Swoboda argues that forming correct beliefs
about the God who encounters takes time and hard work, whereas the experience of trusting faith
in the God who encounters us is a choice that can be taken as a person turns to God with their
whole being.* | suggest that lament is a form of practice that turns us to God with our full being.
The language of lament describes something of how events have fallen short of goodness,
what the effects of this fall are, or how it is that the sorrowful person longs for goodness to be
restored. Here | suggest that young people speaking about what is sorrowful, are not immediately
aiming at deconversion, but they are making meaning by articulating the loss of goodness they
are experiencing. It can be the case that lament will become uncomfortable as attention to sorrow
singles out settings where goodness is lacking, and the church on the receiving end of this lament
might expect to have defensive instincts. Yet bitterness is not the same as Christian lament, for in
bitterness there is blame, but lament is offered with sorrow and hope. When sorrowful people are
invited or choose to express sorrow, lament becomes, albeit somewhat counterintuitively, a

subtle activity of hope.

Knowing sorrow but expecting joy

Finally, the claim that lament offers the possibility of hope might feel a little myopic. Yet this
world of sorrow and joy, Jurgen Moltmann reminds us, “is full of all kinds of possibilities,
namely all the possibilities of the God of hope.”*? In this last section | offer an account of
someone who guarded her faith by offering her sorrow to God. As lament searches for a true
articulation to bring to God, there is the realistic possibility that God will respond, and invite a

response.
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Dorothy Day (1897-1980) was an American journalist who practiced a radical
Christianity, caring and advocating for the working poor, first in depression-era New York, and
then in Chicago. Concerned with justice, care, the political domain, and God’s action, Day self-
reports similar sense of dissatisfaction with the status-quo religious life, that loosely mirrors what
is being called deconstruction in our present-day faith communities. Yet even as she is someone
who was familiar with melancholy and sufferings of the world around her, her instinct was to
protect her hope and faith through bringing the sufferings she sees and endures, to God.

In her personal notes Day describes the difficulties of her path. She notes to herself that
“Life gets harder. How hard it is to down the violence in our own natures — to ‘be present’ and
suffer and have faith and hope.”*® Yet in the face of difficulty Day reflets elsewhere “On the one
hand, there is the sadness of the world — and on the other hand, when | went to church today ...
my heart was so flooded with joy and thankfulness and so overwhelmed at the beauty and the
glory of the majesty of our God.”** Day brings her suffering to God, and in the process,
discovers that her pain is not the sum total of her reality. Even as pain is a demanding component
of her reality, Day finds that God in his goodness also calls for her hopeful response to Him.

Turning to God in sorrow, and finding joy, is a familiar theme within her life and writing.
In her autobiography, Day recalls a memory of her younger self, committing to hunger striking
for ten days. The strike took place while she was imprisoned for participating in suffrage
protests. She records:

| began asking for a Bible the second day | was imprisoned, and by the fourth day it was
brought to me. | read it with the sense of coming back to something of my childhood that
| had lost. My heart swelled with joy and thankfulness for the psalms. The man who sang
these songs knew sorrow and expected joy. ‘When the Lord brought back the captivity of
Sion we became like men comforted. Then was our mouth filled with gladness: and our

tongue with joy.’*
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The significance of knowing sorrow but discovering joy is striking to Day, particularly as she
finds this characteristically true of her own Christian life. As she accounts for the sorrows of her
world, she turns to God, and in this process consistently also find hints of joy and expressions of
God’s presence. It is sorrow that leads her to God, in approaching God she is reminded of joy,
and in being reminded of joy she is led to reach back into the sorrows of the world around her.

As a journalist and writer, Day was not inclined to insulate herself from the perspectives
of the wider world, and she read broadly. Yet her interaction with a plurality of ideas takes place
in the context of her being someone whose habit it was to turn to God in her confusion and
sorrow. Among her readings in the “universal” world, Day found herself drawn to philosophical
anarchists Peter Kropotkin and Leo Tolstoy. She advocated for a Christian approximation of
socialism, called “distributism” where a person should work toward a sufficient quality of
material in order to enjoy the good life.*® Within the rhythm of personal sorrow and joy, she
formulates this social posture in which whole communities, centered on Christ, bear with one
another in sorrow, and work toward common joy.

In later life, on the day of her daughter’s wedding, community resident and public
intellectual Peter Maurin gave what would be his last speech before his dementia began to
seriously impede his cognitive abilities. Day is very close with Maurin, and writing in her
autobiography, she makes specific mention of the juxtaposition between the wedding of her
daughter and the onset of Peter’s dementia. “Joy and sorrow, life and death, always so close
together!”*’ In both events, in the joy of the wedding, and in the sorrow of Peter’s decline, Day
and the community she shepherded, turned to God in worship. They maintained a commitment
not to deny sorrow, but to look beyond themselves to God.

| set her forward as an example of a person whose lament-inclined instincts kept a view
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of God’s immanence within settings close to the real pains of this world. It is not that lament is a
type of inoculation against deconversion in this case, or any other setting. Yet lamenting
instincts, as seen here, are a practice by which Day and her community held together both the

pain of their lives, and the joyful call of God.

Conclusions

| have wished to demonstrate that experience of deconstruction requires a broader ministry
response than presenting “unorganized” young people with clear reasoning, exclusively. A
central part of the experience of deconstruction is being hurt, which is not a condition that
careful reasoning sufficiently addresses. In John 14 Jesus addresses his disciples, telling them
that he is the way, the truth, and the life. In our defensive zeal for Christian living, the Christian
community in North America tends to rally around Jesus’ claim about truth. While I don’t
suggest that we do away with presenting what is true, | do suggest that attention also be given to
Jesus’ claims that he is the way and the life. In our ministering posture with young people who
are examining their commitments, it will be important to address disorienting sorrow, as well as
God’s grace. There is a Jesus “way” in affirming the Jesus “life” that includes truth, but also
includes ministering to young people’s sense of disorienting sorrow and longing for hope. |
suggest then, that Christian lament is one posture that might help us to faithfully shepherd the
faith of young persons, offering such persons a path toward integrating their sorrow, and hope of

goodness, in the person of Jesus.
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