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A Faithful Heretic 
Acts 11:1-18 

 

 Two weeks ago, Rachel Held Evans died.  Though her name may not 

be familiar to you, it certainly is to many millennials who have left 

evangelical churches in America or feel ostracized within them.  She was, in 

the words of The Atlantic, a “hero to Christian misfits.”1 

 Rachel Held Evans, or RHE as she was often called, was merely 37-

years-old and the mother of a three-year-old boy and a girl who will have 

her first birthday this month.  She died on May 4 unexpectedly from 

complications due to the flu—she was allergic to antibiotics given to her 

resulting in severe seizures; she was placed into a medically-induced coma 

yet subsequent brain swelling ultimately claimed her life.  It was a sudden 

and tragic way to die.  Her husband, Dan, who manages her website, kept 

the world abreast of her last days.   On the day of her death, he posted this:   

She put others before herself…she shared her platform.  She always remembered 
how others had helped her.  She enjoyed seeing other people in contexts where 
they thrived.  She didn’t hold grudges, would forget as well as forgive.  She had 
little time for pettiness and a big heart for people.  And these are all things I wish 
I had told her more while I still had the privilege to keep her company. 2   
 

Rachel had a following of thousands, many of whom still can’t grasp the 

reality that her voice has been silenced. 

 Rachel grew up in the evangelical world of the American South—born 

in Alabama but moved to Dayton, Tennessee in her teens—the same Dayton 

noted for the Scopes Trial of the 1920s when the teaching of evolution was 

famously prosecuted.  Her father is a theology professor at Bryan College 

(named after William Jennings Bryan, who prosecuted the case)—a small 

Christian school that continues to teach Creationism in its science classes.  
																																																													

1	Emma	Green,	“Rachel	Held	Evans,	Hero	to	Christian	Misfits”,	The	Atlantic,	May	6,	2019.	
2	 Ruth	 Graham,	 “Rachel	 Held	 Evans,	 the	 Hugely	 Popular	 Christian	 Writer	 Who	 Challenged	 the	 Evangelical	
Establishment,	Is	Dead	at	37”,	Slate,	May	4,	2019.	
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Rachel became a product of this institution when she graduated from Bryan 

in 2003. 

 But it was this strict literalist Christian conservatism that became 

both her bane and her foil.  Rachel launched a blog in 2008 that quickly 

grew in popularity, challenging the hypocrisy of the evangelical world from 

within.  She gave voice to and validated many of the doubts that her 

generation had about the strict literalism of the Bible, as well as the male 

patriarchal dominance of leadership, and their judgmental tone toward 

anything that disagreed with a commonly-held narrow worldview and 

theology.  This led to the writing of her first book, Evolving in 

Monkeytown, published in 2010 and later re-named, Faith Unraveled, to 

make it less offensive to the people she was trying to reach.  In it she 

challenged the argument for creationism, among many other literalisms 

that are dogma in conservative Christianity.  She became a voice in the 

wilderness for many within that culture who had doubts but lacked the 

courage to express them.  In turn, she became the target of online criticism 

and scorn.  

 Rachel didn’t back down.  Her subsequent books addressed 

provocative topics in conservative circles, including the role of women, 

racism in the church and society, gay marriage, and LGBTQ rights, many of 

which brought her into public debates with some of the leading evangelical 

pastors and theologians, who couldn’t easily dismiss her.  She was one of 

their own.  Her courage and passion, though, never became mean-spirited 

nor disrespectful as she continued to view herself as an earnest evangelical.  

Eventually, though, she was forced out of her spiritual home, tired of 

battling the culture wars, and gravitated, like many disillusioned converts, 

to more mainstream churches.    
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 Rachel’s enduring legacy will likely be her four books (the most recent 

is Inspired: Slaying Giants, Walking on Water, and Loving the Bible 

Again) and the online community of followers and bloggers who were 

inspired by her witness, wit, and wisdom and now are left to pick up her 

prophetic mantle.  Online communities tend to be a refuge for those who no 

longer feel comfortable in traditional religious communities.  There’s a 

freedom to explore, to be curious, to disagree, to debate, to question, to 

doubt, and to struggle through the meaning of faith for those who feel 

compelled to believe but cannot find inspiration nor solace in their home 

churches.  Rachel Held Evans gave them a safe place to rediscover their 

faith without having to leave it all behind.  She was simply expressing 

honestly the questions and doubts that need to be asked of any organized 

religion.  She was unorthodox, perhaps, but she was devoted to her faith.  

She was, in the best sense of the terms, a faithful heretic. 

 I appreciate her story.  I often feel heretical myself, having grown up 

around conservative circles and in evangelical churches.  That’s not where I 

am now, nor have I been for quite some time.  So, it wasn’t hard for me to 

find consonance with what she wrote.  My views on the Bible tend to be 

even more radical than hers and would be less tolerable to my forebears in 

the family.  Thus, I could understand her angst.  In the evangelical world, 

standing out from the crowd is not necessarily a prudent choice, since 

heresy is tantamount to treason, so one constantly checks the guardrails to 

make sure one remains in the center lane and away from the shoulders for 

where all the breakdowns occur.  

Conservative religions are notably strict when it comes to family 

loyalty.  There are clear boundaries between the world inside and the one 

outside.  One’s identity is marked by the church you attend and included in 
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the information you share about yourself.  Faith takes the form of 

obedience to the rules and the habits; freedom of thought and conscience 

are discouraged, if not restricted.  Disciples are groomed and trained much 

like soldiers honing their skills for battle.  Fidelity to God is reflected in 

trusting the authority of leaders and following the guidance proclaimed 

from the pulpit or explained in Bible study.  The Bible is read like an 

instruction manual from God.  Allegiance to the tribe is paramount by 

conforming oneself to Christ’s rule revealed in Scripture, while you are 

trained to view mainstream culture as largely the idolatrous domain of the 

devil.  One grows up with a palpable fear of being lost, which magnifies the 

guilt and shame for thinking outside of the box or “disappointing” Christ.  

You hear about it, you read about it, you sing about it, you breathe it day in 

and day out that you are part of the Lord’s chosen ones—spiritual soldiers 

ready to help defeat the evil idolaters of the world. 

Yet, in my experience, conservative religion creates precisely the kind 

of spiritual environment that is incapable of discerning its own sins.  There 

is insufficient self-reflection or critique of the church, its leadership, or 

authority structures.  Whistleblowers are frequently silenced.  Heretics are 

marginalized and often attacked for distrusting the Scriptures and the 

authority of Christ.  Questioning or raising doubts is viewed as a lack of 

faith or of trust in God, particularly in the more hierarchical contexts where 

the lines of authority are clear and respected. 

It’s strangely self-defeating, however, when you think about it, 

because heretics in these settings may be exactly what is needed to counter 

the worst tendencies of tribal or institutional religion, especially whenever 

authority isn’t effectively challenged.  Why?  because, heretics are like 

prophets who call out what’s wrong about the system and who are more 
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likely than anyone else to strive for integrity and honest beliefs.  When 

something doesn’t make sense, if it doesn’t square with reality as they 

experience it, if hypocrisy is apparent, then it is a heretic’s obsession to 

figure out why and to determine what needs adjustment—one’s personal 

understanding or the beliefs themselves.  Faithful heretics want to correct 

what’s wrong, not abandon their faith.  Dogma from the past that is 

uncritically thrust upon those in the present is not good enough.  For a 

heretic, tradition must be constantly tested for truth.  

As I said, faithful heretics are frequently the whistleblowers—the 

doubters, who are passionate about seeking truth and genuine belief—

making things real and relevant to the present, not merely regurgitating 

archaic beliefs.  As time passes, those deemed “heretics” in one era are 

often the prophetic vanguard of another, as the demands of truth, love, and 

justice force us to revisit and reconsider who has been left out of the picture 

or what has been neglected within our spiritual tradition.   

 The truth is, Christianity itself emerged as heresy at its outset, as 

various religious beliefs and ideas were proclaimed long before the Nicene 

Creed defined what was deemed orthodox about Jesus Christ.  Stories like 

Rachel’s have their parallels in the experience of the early church.  One 

illustration is our text for today, when the Apostle Peter had to face the 

conservative traditionalists in the Jerusalem church with the news that he 

was embracing the inclusion of non-Jews in the Jesus messianic 

movement.  As we read it today, it doesn’t come across as particularly 

revelatory or provocative.  But in its original context it was close to the edge 

of blasphemy.   

This story of Cornelius’s conversion, laid out for us in both Acts 10 

and 11, is representative of one of the clashes between traditionalists and 
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the insights derived from new experiences and innovative thinking in the 

early church.  The Jerusalem church, of course, was the mother church of 

Christianity—a congregation led by Jesus’s brother, James, that served as 

the charter community to proclaim the gospel within a context of 

conservative Palestinian Judaism.  The branch of Judaism that influenced 

the Jerusalem believers most likely was the Essenes, who separated 

themselves from mainstream Judaism and were less-accommodating to 

non-Jews than were other Jewish sects, such as Pharisees or Sadducees.  

They considered the Jesus messianic movement as inaugurating the 

restoration of the Davidic monarchy in Jerusalem, not as a mission into the 

Roman world, as did Paul.   

One of the prohibitions likely held by many traditional Jews within 

the Jerusalem church were customs at the daily table.  For dietary reasons, 

religiously strict Jews could not easily share food with non-Jews.  We see 

evidence of this as a moral dilemma in many of the early churches.  It was 

largely to protect the integrity of their faith and traditions, to preserve it 

from corruption in an idolatrous world and, more importantly, to not 

render themselves ritually unclean through contact with outsiders.  

Orthodox Jews, like those in the Jerusalem church, were to strictly follow 

the rules of kashrut as outlined in Leviticus.  

However, the dietary laws play a symbolic and central role in Peter’s 

encounter with the Roman centurion Cornelius and his household as laid 

out in the previous chapter and again here, where Peter had a compelling 

dream—a message he interpreted as being from God.  In the dream he saw 

a large sheet coming down from heaven, with forbidden animals of all types 

according to the laws of kashrut.  Yet, in the dream he was instructed to get 

up and do just that—consume what was forbidden—to go against his 
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religious customs and taboos and breach the laws that largely defined the 

stricter forms of Judaism.  Naturally, Peter was disturbed by it. 

However, the scene changes when representatives of Cornelius called 

for Peter to come to his house and share with him and his household about 

Jesus.  Peter realized the dream was a compelling metaphor for what he 

was to do.  The moral tension of this passage occurs when Peter explains to 

those in Jerusalem what he had done, and   

…the circumcised believers criticized him, saying, “Why did you go to 
uncircumcised men and eat with them?”  
 

In effect, did he not flout the teachings of the Bible and their tradition?  

How can that be righteous and faithful, when we are told in Scripture not to 

transgress the law of Moses?   

Peter’s only response was the extraordinary experience and discovery 

that the Spirit of the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob was clearly evident 

in those outside their own religious tradition and tribe!  What could that 

mean other than they were kindred spirits? 

Interesting, this debate became a point of contention within the early 

church.  Was this episode a precedent requiring a radical change in their 

thinking and tradition, or was it merely an exception to the rule?   I don’t 

believe it was fully reconciled within the first generation or so, evident in 

the tension between Paul’s mission and the mother church in Jerusalem.  

It’s not unlike the same question posed to the Church today about the 

inclusion of people traditionally excluded—most notably those across the 

spectrum of sexual orientations.  Eventually, when Jerusalem was sacked in 

70 CE, there was only one option left with the Apostolic mission into the 

Roman world, which is why Christianity emerged as a trans-tribal form of 
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Judaism, where Gentiles were welcome to belong without having to 

conform to Jewish customs and rituals.   

  As I see it, that illustrates the impact of faithful heretics—those who 

break the rules to call attention to the injustices, blind spots, and sins of the 

religion itself.  They see through the limitations of traditions and 

worldviews that continue to divide and segregate the human family.  They 

are considered heretics for lacking allegiance to the tribe, but often they are 

the ones who can think innovatively enough to recreate a sense of mission 

and purpose that pushes out the boundaries of who’s included and what is 

true and real.  Progressive thinking in matters of faith often reveals the sins 

of the past that need to be atoned for to be truer to the spirit of the faith 

itself.  Progressive, more than regressive, religion leads to a better, more 

faithful, future. 

 I sense Rachel Held Evans knew that, as do others who are prophets 

to their churches.  They don’t lose their faith by denying the traditions and 

dogmas, they gain more faith by tapping into the underlying spirit of 

freedom that God inspires.  What does love and justice demand of us in 

these times?  That’s the most genuine religious question anyone can ask:  

What does love and justice demand in these times? 

 Rachel’s last public message in her blog was poignant and ironic 

when it was posted on Ash Wednesday: 

It strikes me today that the liturgy of Ash Wednesday teaches something that 
nearly everyone can agree on.  Whether you are part of a church or not, whether 
you believe today or you doubt, whether you are a Christian or an atheist or an 
agnostic or a so-called “none” (whose faith experiences far transcend the limits of 
that label), you know this truth deep in your bones: “Remember that you are dust 
and to dust you will return.”  Death is a part of life.  My prayer for you this season 
is that you make the time to celebrate that reality, and to grieve that reality, and 
that you will know that you are not alone. 3 

																																																													
3	Ibid.	
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That’s true—we are all human created in the image of God.  We are all 

mortal in this life—not divine—hence, we’ll everyone will return to dust.   

Rachel was wise beyond her years and faithful in her love of God.  As 

a faithful heretic, all she asked of anyone was, what does following Jesus 

require of us?  As I see it, that’s not heresy, friends, that’s simply gospel 

truth. 

      The Rev. Dr. Paul C. Hayes 
      Noank Baptist Church, Noank CT 
      19 May 2019 


