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Moderator   Welcome to Authors@Abunga! Thanks for joining us today, and we are 
pleased to welcome Dave Schmelzer, author of Not the Religious Type: Confessions of 
a Turncoat Atheist. Dave has a background both in theology (Fuller Seminary, '87) and 
the arts (Stanford University, '84 and a decade as a working playwright). He leads a 
two-site church in the Boston area, Vineyard Christian Fellowship and keeps his hand 
in with some fiction writing. Welcome, Dave.   
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer  Thanks so much!  
   
Moderator   Let's get started!  
 
ErinD(Q)  What inspired the book?  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  I found that my experience of faith--coming into it as a 
skeptic rather than as a religious person--made it challenging for me to find a church 
experience that worked for me. And then I found there were lots of people like me. 
So we learned a few things together.  
 
 
KellyM(Q)  Given the nature of your book, what would be your gut level suggestion to 
those of us who must answer the questions of those who are the "religious" type when 
talking about reaching and loving people in Jesus name?  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  I see "the religious type" as being folks--and this is not a 
bad thing at all--who feel comfortable in religious settings. It seems to me tha all of 
our job is to find ways to talk about the most important things in life with each other 
in ways that we all understand and appreciate, whether religious or not. But that can 
feel like a new skill to learn for most of us!  
 
 
JulieS(Q)  Interesting read. Provocative in its suppositions. Is it your hope that 
everyone becomes Stage 4 in their belief with God or that they actually find a 



relationship -- setting aside the 'rules of religion' or do you think that's one and the 
same?  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  I do think finding a real relationship with God has lots of 
overlap with what I'm calling Stage 4. (And thanks for your kind comments!) What's 
been most helpful to me and some folks I've hung out with have been finding God 
relationally in the context of a group of people who are trying to do the same thing. 
There's lots more to say about this...but we have an hour together, so I'm sure we'll 
get to it. :)  
 
 
DanL(Q)  Hi Dave! Great to be here. Your book has been out for over a few months 
now and has been doing very well. Is there anything you wished you could change or 
add to your book now that you have heard some responses?  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  You know, the main suggestion I've gotten is that it's too 
short... which I suppose is a good thing to hear from folks. Although maybe what that 
says is that people are accurately seeing how deep I am (or am not).  
 
 
AliciaP(Q)  Do you think God creates some people to be more naturally inclined to 
accepting religion, and for others to be more skeptical? What do you think causes 
these intrinsic differences? You could consider this a nature vs. nurture question.  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  Boy, Alicia, that's a deep one. If I had a guess, I'd say it 
largely boils down to environment. If we see pictures of faith that are appealing, I'd 
guess we're more likely to pursue faith. And if, when questions about that faith come 
up, we get back thoughtful and humble answers, I'd think we'd be likely to continue 
on that path. If either of those two things is missing, I'd guess we'd head for 
skepticism.  
 
 
JulieS(Q)  Where did you find the faith to follow what you felt God was asking you to 
do?  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  I think like most people I found whatever faith I have by 
experience. As I've experienced a God who seems all too eager to hear me out and, 
often at least, to talk back in an encouraging way and to guide me towards things I'm 
very happy to have been guided towards... all that stuff seems to build up more faith 
in me to take the next risk God might guide me towards.   
 
 
JulieS(Q)  Do you think most people go around thinking about God on a surface level 
only, never digging in deeper and looking for a closer connection - perhaps afraid they 
may get asked to go off to Mozambique?  



Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  Boy, Julie, what do you think? I guess it seems to me 
that the big bridge to cross in life and faith is the bridge of believing that God might 
actually speak to and talk to ME. In the absence of that, those of us who are 
religiously inclined are perfectly willing to hear thoughtful people teach us ABOUT 
God, and that's a good thing. But maybe we do shy away from really trying to hear 
from God ourselves for fear of that Mozambique call. What do others think?  
 
 
AdamR(Q)  Peck's Stage Theory is such a helpful paradigm for understanding 
interactions between Faith and Secular culture. It's really easy to see this stuff play 
our right now with the elections so close. From the way that many churchy people 
talk, it seems that if you're an evangelical Christian, it's assumed (and even your duty 
as an upstanding moral person!) that you will support the conservative agenda and 
vote for McCain. By and large, this expectation seems to be a prime example of stage 
2. Stage 3 people see this and to them it's reprehensible. Do you have any thoughts on 
how stage 4 might navigate these tricky waters? Are there ways we can engage in the 
political process more open-mindedly while still using Jesus as our ultimate compass?  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  My feeling is that, as we move towards Stage 4, we 
want to shy away from being too ardent in our political philosophy, fearing that we 
might be substituting that for God. (It does strike me as unlikely that either party 
prayed and fasted together before coming up with their platform.) That's not to say 
we don't form political opinions--I certainly do--but that we understand they're 
limited and imperfect. (I, for one, have regretted most of my presidential votes.)  
 
 
DJS(Q)  So, related to Alicia's q, would you say that religions have cultural influences? 
How does that fit with the stage theory you talk about in the book?  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  Absolutely. And that's not to say that my view of God 
DOESN'T have cultural influences! We're all in a culture. But it is to say that we want 
to do our best to direct our lives towards God rather than shooting to reproduce our 
religious culture.  
  
 
JonathanM(Q)  I gave your book to a staunch atheist friend of mine, and he was very 
appreciative of the conversation and approach to faith you present - something I also 
have benefitted from. His primary objection to it was that he didn't feel you had 
fairly considered "other" explanations for your faith experiences than God's speaking 
to you. What are your thoughts on this?  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  Jonathan, thanks for passing the book onto your friend! 
I did spend two years taking comparative religion courses before committing towards 
Jesus, so maybe that would help your friend. But it's certainly true that, at this point, 
I'm following an actual experience of God rather than looking for other possibly 
alternatives.  



BrianO(Q)  It seems like Western Europe has largely left a religious Stage-2 faith 
behind and as a continent has moved on to Stage 3. Two questions related to this. Is 
the U.S. following suit? And, if we agree that Stage 3 can be a good general 
description of a whole country, is it conceivable that a whole country could move on 
to being predominately Stage 4?  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  Brian, I do believe that America is transitioning from 
Stage 2 to Stage 3 (for those of you who haven't read my book, there's a description of 
these stages at notreligious.org). I'm not sure a country CAN go to Stage 4. But I do 
think that Stage 4 has lots to offer a culture that's centered in Stage 3. Now on from 
the jargon... :)  
 
 
AdamR(Q)  JulieS's question about Mozambique seems to boil down to the issue that 
write about of "is God really good ALL of the time?"  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  Adam, that seems like a thoughtful restating. And I do 
think that's a bottom line for all of us who are wondering if there's an actual God who 
would take an actual interest in our lives to the point of guiding us--will we like who 
this God turns out to be and will we like whatever guidance we get? My answer has 
been a resounding, ohmigosh, absolutely! But that's the question we all need to figure 
out.  
 
 
BrianO(Q)  Hi Dave. As a not-religious (aspiring to be, or already arrived?) Stage-4 
church leader, do you catch criticism from more religious Christian leaders? If so, why 
exactly, and is this bound to happen until the critics move to a more advanced Stage?   
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  I'm hesitant to talk about "advanced stages." They're 
certainly DIFFERENT stages, though, and that can lead to a lot of talking past people. 
What have you all found to be true? It does seem to me in America that, more than 
ever, sincere people of faith have a hard time NOT talking past one another. That 
does make me wonder if our experience of faith has been really different, which can 
be hard to realize in the heat of the conversation. What do you all think?  
 
 
MindyS(Q)  Why does it seem that the dream/prayer closest to my heart goes 
unanswered and should I keep praying about it or assume that God knows already and 
will do it in His timing?  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  I'll pray for that dream of yours, Mindy! If it were me, 
I'd keep praying about it and also get your praying friends to pray about it. Get their 
feedback on what they're hearing from God as they pray for you. Ask God if he has 
anything to say to you along the way. But, by all means, I'd keep praying.  
 



JulieS(Q)  You were a fierce atheist in that you wanted to find a resolution to your 
answer God or no God. Then, you didn't leave that alone, but demanded a one-on-one 
relationship. That's great that you've put yourself out there to search and to know. 
But the path is never easy, is it? Can you speak to your all-out -- want to know Him 
better relationship - a typical day?  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  If I'm tracking with your question, Julie, I'd say that my 
typical day has me doing a lot of checking in with God. Lots of people have given 
thought to what Paul pitched in the New Testament that we "pray constantly." I'm not 
sure I've come close to pulling that off, but I do feel inspired by that to stay in as 
close touch with God during my day as I can pull off. Some days that goes better than 
others. But I don't find myself regretting the effort.  
 
 
JulieS(Q)  Where did you come up with the concept of 'prayer bowls?’ 
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  I swiped it from Dutch Sheets in his provocative book 
INTERCESSORY PRAYER. It rang true with me and has been a big encouragement to me 
and help to me since.  
 
 
StephanieA(Q)  I have a similar experience to Jonathans. I gave a copy of your book 
to my educated agnostic aunt who is at least spiritually opened. Her question was 
mostly the transition from "God is always good and wants to communicate with us" to 
"Jesus is the way to do that". Do you think that people have to acknoweldge Jesus?  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  At your aunt's stage, not at all. If anything in my book 
grabbed her, it would seem to me to be in her interest to do her best to start up 
communication with God at whatever place she can pull off. You might remember my 
initial prayer was, "God, I don't believe that you're real, but if I'm wrong, today would 
be a great day to show me."  
 
 
AliciaP(Q)  What do you think it would take for, say, Bill Maher, to accept religion? It 
seems like he has firmly made up his mind.   
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  In my own experience as an atheist debater, debate 
didn't do much for me. It took friends who were great people, some of whom prayed 
for me, and God himself to open me up. So--of course I don't know Bill Maher--I'd 
guess he'd do better with that than with a robust argument.  
   
 
JoannaS(Q)  I think for me it's a fear that God won't speak to me when I do try to look 
for a closer connection.  
 



Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  Joanna's question goes back to an earlier beat in the 
conversation. And you're not alone! I do talk with lots of folks who are eager to 
connect with God in this way, but very afraid they can't. But I've seen some great 
things happen as these folks have hung in there, often with the encouragement of 
other thoughtful friends who are also trying to experience a living, speaking God as 
best as they can.  
 
 
BrianO(Q)  You describe a lifestyle of listening to God and trying to act on what you 
hear. It seems like you've been pretty happy with that, but I would think that there 
must also be mistakes made along the way as you figure it out. Do you have specific 
instances you now look back on and say, "Wow, I must have heard that one flat-out 
wrong!" ?  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  You betcha, Brian, and some biggies. But the 
encouragement I've experienced has been that even those things have worked out 
well for me. (I've ended up doing what I'm doing where I'm doing it because of 
completely mishearing God on an earlier life question.) So it seems like some of us 
find a God where being "right" as we try to relate to God isn't the bottom line. The 
good stuff seems to happen AS we try to relate to God.  
 
 
AliciaP(Q)  Interesting comments about Bill Maher. Speaking of him and his anti-
religious views, what role do you think religion should play in society? What do you 
think it's doing right, and what do you think needs to change in the church?  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  My hope has been to, in whatever way is helpful, "be in 
conversation with" society, if that makes any sense. I do think people of faith have a 
real stake in society, but I think the secular world gets scared that evil people of faith 
are trying to impose a theocracy. And, on that one, I'm with the secularists. I also 
don't want a theocracy. It would be great to have a real, ongoing conversation, 
though.  
 
 
JulieS(Q)  So, to Stephanie's aunt -- are you advocating that, metaphorically, this is 
one big elephant - take it a bite at a time? The rest will come in time?  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  My experience is that God is eager for a relationship 
with us and he takes us up on our overtures. So, absolutely, whatever overtures 
Stephanie's aunt would like to make with God I'd think would be great things and a 
wonderful place to start. The issue, it seems to me, isn't arguing Stephanie's aunt into 
any position, but encouraging her to get started on an experience with God at 
whatever place she's at.  
 
 



Ottov(Q)  Let me try to throw a curveball: Is God outside us? Is God inside us? Are we 
inside God (or as Paul said "in Him we live and move and have our being”). Are those 
even useful questions to ask, or are they too philosophical and not relevant in your 
opinion?   
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  Tell me more, Otto. The classic answer is that God is 
both outside of us and inside of us, and that those are both really important. Does 
that work for you, or is there more you'd need to think about?  
 
 
JackieN(Q)  Do you endorse 'the shack' and authors like 'joel osteen'?  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  Jackie, I'm still in the middle of The Shack (though I had 
a wonderful conversation the other day with Wm. P. Young that made want to do 
nothing but endorse him). And I'm glad for any way people feel helped by Joel Osteen. 
I've met folks here in Cambridge who felt encouraged to re-explore faith thanks to Mr. 
Osteen, and they've had great things happen for them since.   
 
 
DJS(Q)  Drawing on a couple of q's here (JulieS and AliciaP), I'm wondering... Is stage 
4 faith, in your view, a bit riskier than Stage 2? Not that I mind, say, Mozambique, but 
- is that a characteristic of stage 4 life?  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  Back to our stages for a moment, I have found Stage 4 
faith to be riskier than Stage 2 faith, because here you're trying to hear a living voice 
from a living God and you're trying to run with where that takes you. In Stage 2, 
you're largely working off of thoughtful principles, which can seem a bit tamer.  
 
 
Ottov(Q)  That sounds like a good answer to me! Just wanted to contribute to the 
conversation by asking something... "stage 4-ish" :)  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  Outstanding!  
   
 
AliciaP(Q)  Do you think the plan of salvation in Jesus is "so easy that it's hard"? And 
that's why people often over-think it?   
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  Alicia, it has been surprising to me as I've chatted with 
folks about this stuff how simple what we're talking about here is... and how that 
causes a problem for some folks. Why do you think that is?  
 
 
AddieP(Q)  Hi Dave, I have two questions that came to mind as I reread your very 
provocative book. 1. Won't stage 4 people/churches eventually solidify into a form of 



the type 2 church by following often unspoken rules of their own? That is, won't they 
become their own culture?  
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer(A)  Here's the hope, Addie. The hope is that what will at 
least slow this process down is the living experience of God. If we lose that and rely 
on "tips we've learned along the way," we're cooked.  
   
Moderator   That’s all the time we have today! Dave, do you have any closing 
comments?  
 
 
Author_Dave_Schmelzer  Thanks so much, everyone. You're fun people!  
   
 
Moderator   Thank you all for joining us today. Remember that you can view and 
purchase Dave’s book at www.abunga.com/featuredauthorschmelzer.   
   
Moderator   Please join us next week as we chat with Steve Wyatt, author of Stuck in 
a Small World: Staying on Board with Your Not-So-Unique Yet Thoroughly 
Dysfunctional Family. You can view more information about Steve and his books at 
www.abunga.com/featuredauthorwyatt. 
 
Moderator   Check out the Abunga blog each Tuesday for a pre-chat blog post and 
each Thursday for a post-chat wrap up. You can find the blog at 
http://blog.abunga.com/.   
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