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To those who have been hurt by the teachings
of Bill Gothard or any religious leader who
claimed to speak for God but didn’t

. .. a bruised reed he will not break,
and a faintly burning wick he will not quench;

he will faithfully bring forth justice.
ISAIAH 42:3
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Introduction

I fil‘St had the idea to write this book in the summer of 2017. My

husband, Jeremy, and I had just attended an Advanced Training Institute
conference in Big Sandy, Texas (later in the book, I'll talk more about what
the conference is and why we went). While there, I saw dozens of people
I’d grown up with—friends who, like me, had come to Big Sandy every
year. But for every old friend I saw that week, there was one or two I
expected to see who didn’t show up. In the coming months and years, I’d
start to hear stories of those friends. I’d find out that some of them no
longer loved Jesus and wanted nothing to do with Christianity. As they
reached young adulthood, they had rejected everything they’d been taught
about God, the Bible, and the Christian faith.

While that is not my story—I am a Christian who loves Jesus and wants
to follow Him—I have, like those friends, rejected much of the teaching I
heard each year at the conference in Big Sandy. My faith is still intact, but it
has changed. Instead of leaving the faith entirely, I have unthreaded, or
disentangled, the truth of Christianity from the unhealthy version I heard
growing up. My hope is that this book will be a help to my friends who are
struggling to see who Jesus truly is. They were taught harmful and
destructive teachings that have nothing to do with the grace of Jesus. They
thought that was what Christianity was all about. But it isn’t.

I also hope this book can be helpful for those who are still following
those teachings. When you grow up in a tight-knit community where
everyone believes the same things about everything—not just who God is
but also how men and women are supposed to dress and speak—it’s hard to



even consider the possibility that what you were taught was wrong. My
prayer is that this book will help you—no matter what community you grew
up in or what you were taught—Ilearn how to honestly examine your beliefs
and know whether they are the same as what God says. I hope that the
teachers you leaned on when you were younger pointed you to Jesus. But I
know that’s not always the case. Thankfully, many people pointed me to
Christ, but I leaned heavily on one teacher who rarely did. And so, I'm
hopeful my story can be helpful if you realize someone you’ve been
looking to for wisdom is lacking the wisdom you need most.

Finally, I want this book to bring many of you into my life beyond the
television show. I’'m thankful for the millions of people who have watched
my family over the years—who saw me grow up. I know that many of you
do not believe the same things I do about God and the Bible. I invite you
into my life so you can see that through the highs and lows, the trials my
family has endured, and the changes in what I believe and how I live, that
Jesus is my strength. He is worthy. I pray this book will help you see why I
follow Him.

As I began to write this book, I realized that I needed help. I am not a
professional writer. I’'m not an expert on the Bible. I know what I believe
and what I want to say, but I’'m not always the best at expressing it. So I
asked a friend of mine, Corey Williams, to help. He’s a gifted writer and a
student of the Bible who has helped me articulate what I believe in a way
that I hope is helpful for you.

While this is not the first book I’ve written, it is the most challenging.
The process has been far more emotionally exhausting than I thought it
would be. It’s been tough because it’s so personal. At times, I’ve wondered
if I should even write it. But I know it’s necessary. I am thankful God has
given me the strength to finish it. I want you to know at the start that this
book is not a tell-all. It is not a critique of my childhood. I had a wonderful
childhood. My parents loved me and sacrificed so much for me. For all of
us. They invested their time and energy and souls into raising me and my
brothers and sisters. Their patience, kindness, and love are things I want to
imitate in raising my girls. They pointed me to Jesus. So this is not a book
about them. I love my mom, dad, and entire family. This is a book about me
and my spiritual journey. It is the story of my faith and how I’ve had to
figure out what I believe and why I believe it. This is my personal
theological memoir. Thanks for coming along for the journey.



CHAPTER 1

Growing Up in a Fishbowl

Here’s one Of the many quirky facts about being a Duggar: my

husband, Jeremy, and I didn’t watch our first movie together until we were
husband and wife. On our honeymoon in 2016, we watched The Truman
Show. I had never seen it before. (That’s something I can say about a lot of
movies!)

You probably already know that The Truman Show is about the ultimate
fishbowl. The main character, Truman Burbank, is the star of a reality TV
show, but he doesn’t know it. Every moment of his life is captured for
television. He lives inside a dome in Burbank, California, but he thinks he
lives in a place called Seahaven Island. Many people from the outside world
have opinions and expectations about who Truman should be and how he
should live. Truman marries a woman the producers pick for him—not the
woman he loves. The producers also pick his job and decide where he will
live and who his best friend will be. When Truman begins to question his
reality and tries to get out of Seahaven, his escape is blocked at every turn.

After we finished the movie, I turned to Jeremy and said, “That movie is
my life.” Well, except for the spouse-picking part.

I’ve been on television since I was ten years old. In 2004, Discovery
Health Channel aired a documentary about my family called 14 Children
and Pregnant Again, which was followed by three more documentaries.
Eventually, we started filming a reality show for TLC called 17 Kids and
Counting, which was changed to 18 Kids and Counting and then 19 Kids



and Counting as our family grew. Five of my siblings took their first
breaths on television. That makes them, like Truman Burbank, reality TV
stars at birth. The show aired on TLC for seven years, and then from 2015
through September 2020, TLC aired a spin-off show about my siblings and
me called Counting On.

Life on TV has its perks as well as its challenges. For me, one of those
challenges has been dealing with other people’s expectations. When
strangers expect me to make certain decisions—even rooting for me to
make them as if I’'m a character on a sitcom—they seem to forget that I’'m a
real person with my own feelings and emotions. Add my family’s values to
the equation and you get even more criticism, opinions, and debates about
how I should live. Every decision is put under a microscope, dissected, and
either criticized or praised.

Another challenge has been dealing with the lack of privacy. Whether
I’m being recognized in public or chased by photographers, I’'m still
learning to navigate a life lived publicly.

It hasn’t always been easy knowing that millions of strangers have
strong opinions about what I should or shouldn’t do, say, or be. I am a
people pleaser. I don’t like conflict. And I don’t want to be the center of
attention. But that last part comes with being on television—as I quickly
learned after my family’s show started and a few of my on-air, offhand
comments started a movement.



FREEDOM FROM RULES?

In 2005, a website called Television Without Pity started an online forum
about my family. It wasn’t especially flattering. (I know; it’s hard to believe
an online discussion could be critical!) After 14 Children and Pregnant
Again aired, reviews of the documentary poured in. At first, people were
just talking about the show—what they liked and didn’t like. Then they
started talking about my family. Pretty soon, people who had seen the
documentary, and perhaps a few who hadn’t, were discussing conservative
Christianity, homeschooling, courtship, and other topics that were part of
my family’s fabric. I guess these conversations were a bit afield from the
purpose of the Television Without Pity thread, so the forum migrated to a
new discussion board that the moderators decided—for reasons I still find
amusing—to call Free Jinger. Why in the world did they name it after me?
Well, I have a theory.

During several episodes of 19 Kids and Counting, our family traveled to
cities like New York, Chicago, and London. We even went to Disneyland in
Southern California. I especially enjoyed those trips because I've always
loved big cities. I’ll never forget my first visit to Times Square. I loved all
the people out and about. The hustle and bustle. It was energizing.
Exhilarating. It made me feel small and important at the same time.

My sister Jessa and I liked to pretend we were big-city locals. We would
pack for our siblings before trips to New York for filming with Good
Morning America or the TODAY show. We’d try to select the most stylish
outfits from the family closet. One time we even met former president Bill
Clinton on the TODAY set. The producers thought it was neat that he, like
us, was from Arkansas. They piled our whole family on this couch and
asked the president to take a picture. As Bill Clinton walked toward all of
us, he tripped on a cord and accidentally grabbed one of my sisters by the
hair to stop his fall. We had a good laugh about it. To me, this perfectly
encapsulated the magic of New York. Big cities always held the possibility
of a surprise introduction or unexpected encounter.

On one of the talk shows, I mentioned my love for cities, and from what
I can tell, that is why I became the namesake of the new Duggar family



forum. Critics of the show—and of my family’s lifestyle—interpreted my
love for cities as a rejection of rural, small-town life. They assumed that if I
wanted to live in a big city, that also meant I wanted to break away from the
values of my childhood, since most cities are overwhelmingly secular.

Deeply religious and conservative people often talk about the
temptations and dangers of big cities. Those who embrace city life typically
aim to reinvent themselves or find themselves. Apparently, the moderators
of this forum thought I was after the same thing. They thought I had an
independent, freedom-loving streak. Their website says they chose the
name because they saw in me a spark and spunk.! (Also, I think they
thought my name was funny. So there’s that.)

I admit I’m a little bit touched that the curators of this website named it
after me. Not because I appreciate the notoriety but because these people, in
their own way, have expressed compassion for me. They think complete
freedom is the ticket to happiness.

Yes, I have always wanted to live in a big city. I love living in Los
Angeles today—but not for the reasons the Free Jinger founders assumed. I
love the excitement. I love the variety of people and the seemingly endless
number of places to go and things to do. I don’t see the city as a place to
find myself or shake free from the world in which I grew up. It doesn’t offer
me limitless freedom. Instead, living in the city is an opportunity for me to
serve others and maximize the life God has given me.

No rules.

No limitations.

No authority beyond yourself.

The curators of the website saw in me a girl they assumed didn’t have
the good life because she didn’t have unbridled freedom. They thought, If
this girl could break free from her family’s ultraconservative rules—if she
could wear what she wanted, date who she wanted, pursue the career she
wanted, and eat and drink what she wanted—then she would be happy.

And they’re not alone. Most people think they have to be free from all
restraints to be happy. Freedom is the water in which our culture swims,
something as essential to most people as gravity. So I think it’s caring that
others want this for me, even if I don’t embrace their version of the “good
life.”



FREEDOM FROM RELIGION?

I am not in search of total freedom from rules and biblical morals, but that
doesn’t mean I am the same Jinger I was when the website started. My faith
has changed dramatically. I do not believe the same things I used to believe
five or ten years ago about God, the Bible, and the Christian life. I’d like to
talk about what has changed. But first, I need to make something clear: I am
not deconstructing my faith. Deconstruction is a popular word in Christian
circles today. It represents a movement of young people who grew up in
Christian homes but in adulthood have decided that much, if not all, of what
they were taught as children is not for them. They’ve abandoned their
religious beliefs. They tore them down and never rebuilt any kind of faith.
Perhaps the most famous example of this is Joshua Harris.

Growing up, I believed a lot of the same things Harris did. I never read I
Kissed Dating Goodbye, but from what I knew of the book, I was sure its
principles worked. It was easy to admire Harris.

Throughout the late ’90s and early 2000s, Joshua Harris was one of the
country’s best-known evangelicals. I Kissed Dating Goodbye sold more
than a million copies and shaped how an entire generation of Christians,
including me, talked about dating, courtship, and relationships. Purity
culture was a hot topic, mostly because of Harris. There weren’t any young
evangelicals with a brighter future.

That’s why I was shocked when, in the fall of 2019, this influential
author, conference speaker, and former pastor announced that he was no
longer a Christian.” This announcement came shortly after he and his wife
separated (the woman he describes meeting and courting in Boy Meets Girl,
his follow-up to I Kissed Dating Goodbye) and four years after Harris left
Covenant Life Church in Gaithersburg, Maryland, where he’d served as a
pastor for eleven years. Harris’s decisions to leave the ministry, end his
marriage, and reject the faith discouraged many Christians. If someone with
Harris’s pedigree of personal discipleship and ministry preparation could
abandon Christianity, it seemed any believer could do the same.

Two years after Harris’s surprise announcement, I heard he was selling
an online course called “Reframe Your Story,” which included a



“Deconstruction Starter Pack.” It cost $275 (although it was free for anyone
who claimed they were hurt by his previous ministry). He said the
curriculum was created “for people who are unpacking and have questions
and [are] changing their belief who feel really alone in doing that.” He also
said he “wanted to create something to help people reframe their thinking
and to be able to decide for themselves what things they want to hold onto
and if they want, to let go of certain religious ideas.”® Harris’s evolution
was complete. He was no longer one of the country’s most popular
Christians. He was now leading something entirely different: the
deconstruction movement.



DECONSTRUCTION OR
DISENTANGLEMENT?

In some ways, I think Harris and I found ourselves in a similar place a few
years ago. Like him, I grew up in a conservative Christian home. Like him,
I was in the public eye from a young age. And like him, I came to a point in
adulthood when 1 realized that my understanding of Christianity was
insufficient. But today, there is a massive gulf between Harris and me.
Instead of deconstruction, my faith journey is one of disentanglement.

I’ve come to understand that in the Christianity of my childhood,
elements of the true gospel of Jesus Christ were tangled up with false
teaching. I’ve spent eight years unthreading my faith: separating truth from
error. Understanding my story of unthreading starts with the fishbowl I
grew up in and the two very different expectations that were placed on me
as a part of that world.

We’ve already discussed one of the expectations: that I would find
“freedom” and the “good life” by rejecting all rules, commitments, family
ties, and religious convictions, much like Joshua Harris and others in the
deconstruction movement. But along my journey of disentanglement, I’ve
come to see that unfettered freedom does not produce the good life. In the
end, it often leads to more bondage. Why? Because it puts me in charge of
my life, and I am not the best judge of what is best for me. If given limitless
options and the responsibility of figuring out what is going to make me
truly happy, I struggle to commit to anything. I have the same problem
when I’'m trying to pick a show on Netflix; I just keep scrolling, always
wondering if there’s a better show out there. In the case of life’s big
decisions, the question becomes: Is there a better job, home, or
relationship? I’m left to constantly second-guess my choices.

However, the opposite of total freedom—man-made rules—is also a
false version of the good life. And others’ belief that I should obey these
rules was the second expectation I had to wrestle with.



FREEDOM THROUGH OBEDIENCE?

Not long after the Free Jinger website began, my family went to visit a
prominent Christian leader. When asked about my family’s response to
critics, I mentioned the Free Jinger website, explaining how many people
online were saying that I would never be truly free unless I broke away
from the strict conservative values I had been raised with. I later journaled
about the Christian leader’s response, writing:

He mentioned that he had several people who had done the same to them. Then he
slipped away and, little did I know, made a call to one of his staff members and told them
to find the nicest shirt and have it printed with writing which says, “Jinger is Free Indeed.”

He sent me two of those shirts. One was red with neon-green letters. I
still have it.

Why did that prominent Christian leader say I was already free when, at
that time, nearly everything about my life was decided for me? I was
fourteen years old and didn’t have the freedom to choose where I went,
what I wore, what music I listened to, or who my friends were. Granted,
most teenagers don’t have unlimited freedom, but many can agree I had less
than most. Obviously, this leader’s understanding of freedom was very
different from the people in the Free Jinger movement. He believed I was
free because of the rules, and I understood this perspective.

To-do lists give life structure. They are like guardrails for the day. They
identify exactly what needs to be done, and they make it easy to track your
progress so you can be sure you are accomplishing your goals. There’s
something freeing about to-do lists, especially that moment when you cross
off a completed item. Man-made religious rules can give the same sense of
satisfaction. They are intended to provide tangible proof that life is being
lived the way God intended. And there is nothing more freeing than
confidence that your decisions are right and you are making God happy.

That’s how I understood this leader’s definition of freedom. He seemed
to be saying that I was already free because I was already following all the
rules. There’s truth there. The question is, who was I obeying?



You won’t find man-made rules in the Bible. God’s Word calls for men
and women to dress modestly, but it doesn’t specify which outfit to pick in
the morning. It certainly doesn’t say that skirts are more appropriate than
jeans! Scripture says our music should honor God, but it doesn’t say some
genres are better than others. Christians should be sexually pure, but the
Word of God doesn’t say anything about the specifics of dating. The word
dating isn’t even in the Bible!

Often, these rules have good intentions. They are ways that many
sincere Christians try to apply biblical principles. But there’s a problem
with this vision of freedom: it’s based entirely on the individual—on my
actions and attitudes. That kind of self-dependence may feel good for a
while, but in the end, it’s going to crush the soul. I can’t obey enough man-
made rules to be truly free from the weight of my imperfections. No matter
how many restrictions I place on my behavior, my wardrobe, my time, or
my appetites, I’ll never get away from my sinful self. The Bible says it is
not what enters the mouth that defiles the man but what proceeds out of the
mouth (Matthew 15:16-20). In other words, I am messed up because of sin,
and no amount of good behavior is going to fix that. I need freedom from
myself, not freedom from the world around me.



WHAT IS TRUE FREEDOM?

I’ve come to understand that the Free Jinger movement and the conception
of freedom behind the “Jinger Is Free Indeed” T-shirt are both wrong.
Freedom is not unlimited options. And it’s not obedience to man-made
rules. So what is it? I’'m excited to answer that question in the coming
pages.

As I mentioned earlier, my story is one of disentanglement. Of course,
this is a story that nearly every true believer could tell. Many of us have
realized that our faith was insufficient, incomplete, or inaccurate. When
these realizations come, some choose to deconstruct their faith while others
refuse to acknowledge their quandary. Perhaps they don’t want to admit
they might have been wrong, or maybe they are afraid of losing
relationships. Neither of those paths was an option for me. I know that Jesus
is real and true. This left me not with wanting to deconstruct my faith or
ignore the problems but instead choosing to look deeper into the Word of
God.

My path involved tracing the threads of true Christianity away from the
false version taught by one man—the leader of a strict, conservative version
of Christianity that greatly influenced my life. In recent years, I’ve come to
see that the religious system this man built was not reflective of the
gracious gospel of Jesus Christ. This man and his teaching produced a lot of
legalism in my life.

Thankfully, this false teaching was not the end of my story. God’s grace
is far more abundant than I realized. It redeemed me, and it can redeem all
who have lived, as the apostle Paul said, “in the futility of their minds”
(Ephesians 4:17). The grace of God is helping me understand that “if the
Son sets you free, you will be free indeed” (John 8:36). In many ways, that
verse describes my path from legalism to true freedom. And the beginning
of that journey goes back to the fishbowl, to the year 2008, when I was
fourteen years old and my private diary was listed on eBay for the absurd
amount of $100,000.



CHAPTER 2

A Zeal for God

For most teenage girls, seeing their private diary for sale on eBay

would be their worst possible nightmare. Secret thoughts about boys,
parents, and siblings all available for the world to see. Honestly, what could
be worse for a girl trying to figure out who she is, what she is passionate
about, and what she believes? Thankfully, when I faced that exact scenario
at the tender age of fourteen, there was hardly anything shocking for the
thief to turn into a profit. Perhaps that’s why the person who stole my
journal during a visit to our home returned it a few weeks later.

I still have the journal. From time to time, I leaf through the colorful
paper and adolescent handwriting and see glimpses of how self-conscious I
once was. I mostly used the journal to record what I did each day. These
entries include bullet-pointed lists of visitors to our home, tasks
accomplished, and friends seen. When I read it today, I’'m struck by what is
missing. I was afraid to say the wrong thing—to confess my inner desires
even in a diary. I didn’t express any of the feelings and fears that were a
constant part of my childhood. Rather than serving as a true chronicle of
Jinger Duggar’s inner life, my diary was yet another place of performance:
a tool where I practiced projecting the version of myself that I wanted
everyone—parents, siblings, friends, fans of the show—to see.

What I was hiding from my journal, from fans of the show, and often
from my loved ones wasn’t a dark, rebellious spirit. I never dreamed of
leaving my family. I genuinely loved my parents and siblings. My parents



are kind, loving, and gracious, and they made a happy home for us kids.
From spontaneous family bike rides to games of kickball in the backyard to
RV trips across the country, they sought to invest in us and be present in our
lives. Mine was a sweet childhood.

No, I wasn’t longing for a different life. I loved my life. What I was
hiding from the world was my fear.



BECOMING FILLED WITH FEAR

If there’s one word—one emotion—that best describes my younger self, it’s
fear. My earliest memory is a moment of sheer terror. I was five years old.
My family was living in Little Rock, the capital of Arkansas. My dad, Jim
Bob, was part of the state legislature. One day while my dad was at the
capitol building, a tornado touched down close to our house. My mom,
Michelle, ushered my siblings and me into the bathroom; there must have
been eleven children at the time. A bunch of us huddled in the bathtub. I’'1ll
never forget my overwhelming anxiety as I stared out the window,
convinced the tornado was about to destroy our house and my family.
Thankfully, the storm passed, but the fear stayed for years. Thunder terrified
me. If I heard it, I'd cry, my body would shake, and I’d panic, thinking
another tornado was heading right for us. If a storm came at night, I’d wake
my parents, occasionally ending up on a cot in their bedroom.

As 1 grew older, my fears grew in number. I began to worry that
someone in my family would get cancer or some other horrible disease, and
I’d have to watch my loved one die. I feared car crashes on the road and
snakes in the woods. But by the time I was fourteen, my worst, most all-
consuming fear was the fear of what others thought of me.

I don’t remember exactly when a desire to please others started to
dominate my thinking and decision-making. Perhaps it was when the
cameras arrived—I was ten years old at the time—and I realized that
millions of people were watching how I lived my life. Or perhaps I was
always going to care about the opinions of others and want to hide my
imperfections. I am a people pleaser who has always preferred to go with
the flow than to share my opinions or make demands.

For years, I thought the best way to please others was to hide my
imperfections. This led to some harmful behaviors, including the eating
disorder I developed early in my teenage years. Convinced my body was an
embarrassment, I ate very little. I’d go days hardly consuming any calories.
My weight dropped, but my body image didn’t improve. It almost never
does in those situations because the weight isn’t the problem. No matter
how thin I was, I wasn’t satisfied with the way I looked. This obsession



with body image was terrible for my physical health and it certainly wasn’t
good for me spiritually. It was a downward spiral that could have gotten
worse and worse.

Thankfully, my eating struggles were short-lived, in large part due to
my mom’s help. She listened to me. She asked me to text her what I was
eating and how often. She also monitored my workout schedule and even
turned this into an opportunity to keep her accountable with working out. It
was a great way for us to be partners in taking care of our health.

Then, at the end of any given day, we’d talk about our days. She
encouraged me to make wise choices and get the right number of calories to
sustain my body and thrive. I didn’t feel judged at all. My mom had shared
with me what she’s shared with the world: she had struggled with her
eating, too, when she was my age. I felt no judgment from her, just love and
care. I knew I was going to be okay because she had been through it. It
helped me to know that I could eat sufficient calories in a healthy way—
grilled chicken, rice, salad, vegetables. Mom gave me the confidence to
know I don’t have to avoid food to be pretty.

I struggled with self-image because I feared people. I was terrified of
the weather and sickness because I feared death. And at the foundation of
these fears was a truth about my identity: I did not love God.



FINDING MY FAITH

As a teenager, I would have called myself a Christian, and nearly everyone
around me called themselves Christians too. I was sure that God existed. To
me, He was as real as my family. And I knew that God was more than just
the being who created everything; He was also in charge of the world and
actively upholding the universe “by the word of his power” (Hebrews 1:3).
He not only created the world and sustained it but also guided my life—as
described in Psalm 139:

For you formed my inward parts;

you knitted me together in my mother’s womb.
I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.
Wonderful are your works;

my soul knows it very well.

My frame was not hidden from you,

when I was being made in secret,

intricately woven in the depths of the earth.
Your eyes saw my unformed substance;

in your book were written, every one of them,
the days that were formed for me,

when as yet there was none of them. (vv. 13—16)

I’d always given thanks to God for His kindnesses to me. And I
assumed that my rank in the Duggar family tree—sixth—my brunette hair,
and my personality were gifts from God. But before I was fourteen years
old, there was a major problem with my Christian identity.

Hebrews 11:6 says, “Without faith it is impossible to please him, for
whoever would draw near to God must believe that he exists and that he
rewards those who seek him.” I had the first part down: I believed God
existed. But the second part—seeking Him? I wasn’t doing that. Sure, I
recited the prayer of salvation when I was younger. But I didn’t really
understand repentance. In other words, I wasn’t truly sorry when I
dishonored and disobeyed God. From time to time I felt bad about my sin or
worried about what my parents would think of me, but I cared more about
my own happiness than the glory of God.



By God’s grace, that changed when I was fourteen. I remember feeling
terrified that I didn’t truly love Jesus. So I went and found my mom and
asked if we could talk. Of course, she said yes. We went into a little prayer
closet in our home. I remember crying and telling her that I didn’t believe I
genuinely loved God. I knew a lot about how to act, things to do and not to
do, but none of it was driven by a love for God. It was more about a desire
to perform, look good in front of others, and follow the status quo.

I was tired of living this way—trying to be a Christian without God’s
help. It was draining, and I was exhausted; my religious tank was empty. I
realized that I had been wrestling with these feelings for about a year but
was just too embarrassed to tell anyone. I was consumed with worry about
what they would think of me. They saw me as a Christian. A “good kid.”
My pride did not want to let me admit that I had been putting on a
hypocritical show. But I couldn’t stand to exist in that hypocrisy anymore.

I confessed this to my mom and started to cry. I wanted to really know
God. I wanted to love and worship Him and enjoy a relationship with Him
for the first time. I don’t remember what she said to me, but I know I cried
out to God and asked Him to save me from my sin.

I had been living for myself, not for God. But that day, a real change
happened in my heart. I became committed to living my life to honor God.
This change didn’t happen because I prayed a certain prayer with the exact
right words. I was simply tired of being a performance artist, a religious
playactor, a hypocrite. I wanted the real thing. I wanted a relationship with
God. Because pleasing Him was now my top priority, the fear of others no
longer consumed me.

I’m still prone to people-pleasing. But making others happy no longer
dominates my thinking. In the same way, when I became a true Christian, I
didn’t fear death as much. I knew that when I died, I was going to heaven.
Of course, I still didn’t want to get in a car wreck, contract a fatal disease,
or encounter a tornado, but I knew in my heart that if anything like that
happened, I would be in the presence of God.



FEARING MY NEW FAITH

Despite all this progress, I still struggled with fear. The subject changed, but
the intensity remained the same. Specifically, I was afraid that I wasn’t
obeying and honoring God adequately. I constantly wondered if God was
displeased with me. I wanted His approval more than anything but really
didn’t know what it looked like to have a relationship with Him. I wanted to
be close to God but was confused about how exactly to get there.

So much of my uncertainty was because I didn’t understand God’s
character. Instead of thinking of Him as a kind Creator who wanted me to
obey Him for my own good and His glory, I primarily thought of God as
stern and harsh. I had this idea that He would be disappointed, even angry,
if I didn’t do exactly what He wanted me to do. Even if I didn’t know what
He wanted from me in a situation, I thought I could get in trouble for
making the wrong choice.

For instance, throughout my teenage years, one of my family’s favorite
pastimes was broomball—a game similar to hockey that is played on an ice
rink while wearing shoes, not skates. We would play several times a week. I
especially enjoyed the game and looked forward to the time with my family.
But after the chat with my mom, I started to fear that God didn’t want me to
play. I thought He might instead want me to read my Bible, pray, or do
something for others, like help my mom around the house. I didn’t think
there was anything inherently wrong with broomball. It wasn’t a sin for my
siblings to play. But I couldn’t shake the feeling that broomball wasn’t the
best use of my time in God’s eyes. I even began to fear that if I did go play
and that wasn’t what God wanted me to do, He would punish me by causing
my family to get in a car wreck on the way to the ice rink.

Soon, this uncertainty came with nearly every invitation to do
something enjoyable. If it was fun, and I had to decide whether to
participate, then I’d second-guess myself, thinking I should instead choose
a spiritual activity. I’ll never forget the uncertainty I felt when Grandma
Duggar would invite me to go shopping, my siblings would ask me to go
somewhere, or I’d have free time and want to use it to exercise or relax.



I didn’t know then that I was experiencing an overactive conscience. In
fact, if you had told me that this was an issue with my conscience, I would
have had no idea what you were talking about. I didn’t really understand
what the conscience was at the time. I mean, I knew I had one, but I didn’t
quite understand its purpose.

My pastor provides this helpful definition of conscience:

The conscience entreats you to do what you believe is right and restrains you from doing
what you believe is wrong. But don’t equate the conscience with the voice of God or the
law of God. It is a human faculty that judges your actions and thoughts by the light of the
highest standard you perceive. When you violate your conscience, it condemns you,
triggering feelings of shame, anguish, regret, consternation, anxiety, disgrace, and even
fear. Conversely, when you follow your conscience, it commends you, bringing joy,
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serenity, self-respect, well-being, and gladness.

When I was feeling guilty about broomball, that was not God speaking
to me. That was my conscience. I didn’t know I was training my conscience
to tell me that anytime I decided to play a game instead of reading my
Bible, I was disobeying God. Of course, the problem wasn’t that I had a
conscience. It’s a gift from the Lord that we should thank Him for. The
problem was that my conscience was too active. I trained it to feel guilty for
decisions that the Bible didn’t condemn. In some cases, things that the Bible
encourages—such as exercise or spending time with family—would violate
my conscience. I remember multiple times when my family watched a fun
movie together while I was upstairs reading my Bible, thinking that’s what I
should be doing instead.

Mornings could be particularly stressful. I’d wake up and immediately
start thinking about what I could do that day to best please God. Often,
fasting was one of the first things that came to mind. The Bible talks about
fasting as an acceptable spiritual practice, but it never commands believers
to fast. Yet if I felt convicted about fasting, I would tell myself I couldn’t
have food that day. I convinced myself that if I ate, God would not be
pleased with me. This was different from the struggle I had with food a few
years earlier. Back then, I was worried about what people thought of me. I
avoided food because I wanted to appear thin. My concerns with fasting
were because I was worried about what God thought of me. My previous
struggles with food didn’t cross my mind when I tried to figure out if I
should fast or not, but it did cross my parents’ minds. For that reason, they



encouraged me to eat. In fact, my parents directly told me not to fast at that
time.

So much of my fear and anxiety after I became a Christian was tied to
my overactive conscience. I had created false standards of righteousness:
standards that were impossible for me, or anyone, to measure up to. But
where did those false standards come from? At the time, I thought my
convictions came from the Bible. Now I know that wasn’t the case. Now I
know that instead of coming from the perfect Word of God, they came from
the mind of an imperfect man.



FOLLOWING BILL GOTHARD

For as long as I can remember, I followed the teachings of a man named
Bill Gothard. My parents introduced me and my siblings to Gothard and his
seminars. They started listening to his teachings not long after they were
married. And they applied many of his principles as they raised me and my
siblings. It’s no exaggeration to say that Gothard was the most important
influence in my life outside of my family. There wasn’t a time when I didn’t
know who he was and admire him. In my diary that was stolen and listed on
eBay, I said I couldn’t wait to go to one of his conferences for the first time.
I remember someone telling me they thought Bill Gothard might be a
prophet—a modern-day Elijah sent by God to show Christians how to obey
God’s Word.

So who exactly is this spiritual leader?

Bill Gothard was raised by Christian parents, and he committed to full-
time ministry at age fifteen. He attended Wheaton College, where he
received two degrees. When he was a student, he started working with
Chicago’s inner-city youth. He continued to do that until Wheaton College
asked him to come back and teach a course on youth ministry.”> The
curriculum he designed for that class became the Basic Seminar for the
Institute in Basic Life Principles (IBLP).? In the late 1960s, Gothard started
teaching his seminars at churches, Christian schools, camps, and youth
programs around the country.* His timing could not have been better.

Throughout the 1960s, America’s sexual revolution had changed the
way many people thought about religion and morality. Millions of
Americans stopped saving sex for marriage. Divorce became more
common. Drug use skyrocketed. Young people embraced rock and roll, and
they used this music to express their independence and live a self-absorbed
lifestyle. On top of all that, Americans were dealing with racial tensions, the
war in Vietnam, and the threat of nuclear war with the Soviet Union.

For Bible-believing Christians, this was a scary, uncertain time. Parents
feared losing their children to sex, drugs, and rock and roll. Bill Gothard
offered parents confidence. In his lectures, he claimed he had discovered
the key to a successful Christian life. According to Gothard, to enjoy God’s



blessing, a Christian should closely follow the seven principles he laid out
in his seminars: the principles of design, authority, responsibility, suffering,
ownership, freedom, and success.

These are universal. They are nonoptional. Every single person in the world must build his
or her life around these seven principles. . . . If we don’t build our lives around these seven
principles, then we’re gonna have these root problems. We’ll have surface wrong attitudes
and surface problems, and our life will be one continuous failure from what God knows our

potential could be.”

In later chapters, I’ll talk in more detail about these principles—and
how they dominated my life—but for now, I want to talk about why these
principles were effective. First, they were absolute. Gothard spoke in black-
and-white terms. He said there was a right way and a wrong way to live.
For those who lived the “right” way—who followed his principles—God’s
blessings were guaranteed. Health, money, success, and happiness were
available to them.

Second, his principles were practical. They could be applied
immediately. Someone could leave Gothard’s seminars with a dozen ways
to change his or her life. None of his ideas were presented as theoretical.
Even when Gothard claimed what he was saying was based on the Bible, he
always stressed practical applications. He often urged people to make a vow
after one of his seminars that they would immediately apply what they’d
learned.

Finally, these principles were specific. Gothard would teach a principle
and then tell you exactly what that principle looked like in everyday life.
For instance, when discussing the topic of modesty—which fell under the
principle of responsibility, among others—he identified which outfits were
modest and which were not. (Long skirts were, which is why my sisters and
I wore them all the time—even when we were sleeping or swimming.) That
may seem too strict for many, but for millions of Americans, it was
comforting and liberating.

These rules were clear and easy to follow. And according to Gothard,
following his principles was the same as obeying God. For the nervous
Christian parent, these principles were the perfect cure to the moral chaos of
the 1960s and ’70s. A few years after he started teaching his principles
across the country, Gothard was filling stadiums. He was an evangelical
celebrity.



REAPING WHAT I’D SOWN

By the time I was born in 1993, an entire Christian subculture had formed
around Gothard’s teaching. I was born into that subculture. The certainty of
his teachings—the guarantees he promised—attracted many Christian
parents in the 1960s, ’70s, and ’80s, including mine. He talked a lot about
reaping what you sow. The idea was that if you planted the right lifestyle—
in other words, made choices that aligned with his teachings—then God
would bless your life and you would reap the lifestyle you had sowed. That
method of success gave thousands a sense of control as the world around
them seemed to be falling apart.
Here’s an example of this teaching from Gothard:

Life is hooked up in a very delicate cause-and-effect sequence. . . . Here’s a man who
wonders why he’s having business problems, financial problems. He doesn’t know that
God has a clear relationship between his moral life and his business life. Now there are
other relations, too, that would affect business, but that’s just one. Here’s a person who
wonders why his children are reacting. He doesn’t know that God has a very clear
relationship between his honoring of his parents and the response of his children to him.
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And in more and more ways, God has a very clear cause-and-effect sequence.

That lesson was both comforting and terrifying to me. It was comforting
because it turned life into a series of deposits and withdrawals. All I had to
do was deposit the exact lifestyle Gothard advocated, and I would withdraw
health, money, a wonderful husband, and a bushel of godly kids. But this
cause-and-effect view was also terrifying because I thought I would
experience devastating consequences for any mistakes I made.

For years, I was convinced that Bill Gothard was the finest Bible
teacher in America and that his so-called secrets to success were the path to
personal fulfillment.” Through those years, I had a self-righteous attitude. I
pitied those who didn’t follow these principles. I thought their ignorance
would lead to a life of spiritual darkness. They’d miss out on God’s
blessings and protection because they didn’t know these principles.

When millions of people watched me on television during my teenage
years, they saw a girl who was putting these principles into action in every



area of her life. She was committed. She was convinced that she had found
the secret to success.

I certainly had a unique childhood. But my spiritual journey is not that
different from anyone else’s. Many were also influenced by Bill Gothard’s
teachings. Others have had someone tell them that a certain teaching came
from God when it really just came from man. And others have been
pressured to follow a set of extra rules, in addition to the commands in
Scripture, in order to be acceptable to God. In that circumstance, the
question they eventually face is the same one I faced: How do I know
whether what I believe is consistent with the Word of God or is a false
religious system invented by man? There are often elements of truth mixed
in with false teaching. There are good ideas that help to honor God tangled
with bad ideas that cause a lot of heartache. How do you know the
difference? How do you disentangle truth from error?

For me, the disentanglement process began with understanding what the
Bible actually says and comparing it to what Gothard said. Did they match
up? Finding the answer required a closer look at Gothard’s seven basic life
principles—the same principles I’d been applying in front of a reality TV
audience throughout my childhood.



CHAPTER 3

The Principles

Not Iong ago, a friend asked me how many siblings my husband,

Jeremy, has. I said, “Two,” and, without thinking, added, “so he grew up in
a small family.” My friend laughed and said, “Three kids isn’t what I’d call
a small family.” Of course, she’s right. I’d guess the typical American
family has about two Kkids, so three is above average. But when you grow
up in a family with nineteen children, three can seem like an empty house.

That conversation was another reminder of how different my childhood
was from the typical American. The size of my family was a big reason (no
pun intended) that my life was unique. Hardly anyone can say they have
eighteen siblings, all of whose names start with the letter J. Of the handful
of families that large, I can think of only ours and one other—the Bates
family—that had camera crews following them around, filming people who
didn’t watch television.

Beyond the cameras and the size of my family, the way we dressed was
different. How we talked to one another was unique, and not just because
we had Arkansas accents. I hardly fought with my siblings, which is pretty
wild considering the number of us, and we shared clothes, shoes, and
curling irons. I also didn’t have a typical education. I was homeschooled
and didn’t go to college.

As a teenager, I knew my life was different from most girls my age. I
also knew that a lot of people had strong opinions about what my future
should look like. But I didn’t think I needed the criticism or advice, no



matter how well-intentioned. I knew exactly why God had put me on earth.
The future was so clear, I could see it in my head and trace every major
event in my life. I was going to marry in my early twenties (if not by the
time I was eighteen or nineteen). I was sure I’d marry a godly, Christian
man who worked hard, loved children, and made me laugh. I would quickly
become a mother and have as many kids as possible. I’d stay home and take
care of our growing family while my husband worked to keep us out of
debt.

I was not only certain I’d be a mother but also confident about how I’d
parent my kids. I’d teach them to respect my husband and me. They would
rarely argue, and they wouldn’t rebel because I was going to teach them the
same basic life principles that had guided me. I tended to judge parents if I
saw their older children acting up. I’d think, If they only knew what I know
about parenting, their kid wouldn’t behave that way.

I was convinced that after marrying at a young age, my husband and I
would be madly in love for decades. Sure, we might have a disagreement or
two, but in general, there’d be unity. He would lead, the children and I
would gladly submit to him, and our family would enjoy peace, success,
and health. Other families would look at us as a model of what God can do
for a family if they obey His principles.



MY EXPECTATIONS FOR THE FUTURE

By the time I was having these teenage conceptions, my older brother was
already a father. Many of my sisters gladly volunteered to watch our nieces
and nephews. They also offered to babysit for family friends. I joined them
from time to time, but I wasn’t passionate about kids. I wasn’t the girl who
begged to hold other people’s babies. I admire those who strongly desire to
have a lot of children. But these days I just can’t say I feel the same way. Of
course, I adore my two precious daughters. Being their mom is one of the
greatest joys of my life. I love my children with my whole heart and soul.
But my current perspective on parenthood and what that looks like for me is
very different from the perspective of the culture in which I was raised.

I grew up assuming that a woman starts having children as soon as she
is married and continues until she physically can’t have any more. Even if
she has severe health issues or feels overwhelmed by the number of
children she already has, she cannot stop having children. This belief was
largely due to Gothard’s teaching. His “Basic Care Booklet” says this about
pregnancy and children:

What if another pregnancy will cause health problems? What should a woman do if her
doctor tells her that another pregnancy will create serious or even life-threatening
complications? What should a man do if he is warned, “If you get your wife pregnant, you
will be responsible for her death!”?

In answering these questions, the following factors must be carefully evaluated:

1. God has ultimate control.

If God wants to give a child to a couple, He is also able to give the level of health in the
mother and the child that will bring the greatest glory to Him. . . .

2. No Decision Should Be Based on Fear

God has not given us a spirit of fear. Therefore, fear is from Satan and not from God.!

Gothard also said Christian families should ignore potentially life-
saving medical advice because “all births require sacrifice on the part of the
parents” and “many predictions do not come true.”” He taught that God’s
will was for a woman to have children no matter what, even if her life was
in danger.



In Genesis 1, God told Adam and Eve to “be fruitful and multiply and
fill the earth and subdue it” (v. 28).

Gothard used this verse and others similar to teach that Christian
families not only should have as many children as possible but also were
sinning against God if they didn’t. This is what Jim Sammons, a teacher
with IBLP, said during a lecture about finances:

You know, I used to wonder, God, why don’t you stop abortion in our country? [My wife]
and I have been actively involved in the right to life movement, and I sit as an advisor on a
board of a pregnancy crisis center, and I work with legislators trying to get them to change
the law and it just doesn’t seem to be working. I used to wonder, God, why aren’t you
doing it? Proverbs 21:1 says, “The heart of the king is in the hand of the Lord” [v. 1 DRA]
—you can turn it whatever way you want! Cause the king, the judges, the congressmen, to
change. And then it was like God said, “That law, Jim, reflects your view and the view of
Christians, of my people.” And I personally don’t believe God will ever let that law change
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until God’s people change their view on children.

I interpreted this to mean that if a husband and wife used any kind of
birth control for family planning, they were as good as aborting their
children. Sammons went on to suggest that such couples were guilty not
only of abortion but also of rejecting Jesus. He said:

There was one verse that was interesting—it was Matthew 18:5, and Jesus says, “And
whoso shall receive one such little child in My name, receiveth Me” [KJ21]. And I decided
to look up the word receive in Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament, and
I was amazed when I saw there it means to receive into one’s family in order to bring up
and to educate. And Jesus said, if you receive that child, it’s like receiving me. I realized

that it was like by rejecting children, we had rejected our Lord.#

Even though Jesus was not talking about families giving birth to
children in the passage from Matthew 18, Sammons used it to tell thousands
of wives and mothers to have as many children as possible. To refuse would
be to reject Jesus Himself. You can imagine the guilt this placed on many
women—including me.

This teaching was a misrepresentation of what the Bible says. Are
children a gift from God? Absolutely—an incredible one! I cannot imagine
my life without Felicity and Evangeline, and I thank God for them. Is it a
blessing to have children? Without a doubt. Did God command humankind
to have children? Yes—it’s a basic requirement for civilizations to grow and
flourish. But the Bible never tells women how many they should have.
Pastor John Piper has something helpful to say about this. He wrote,



We love those big families, and anybody that wants to can have a big family in this church.

It is a good thing, if you bring those kids up to be radical soldiers for Jesus.”

But his teaching doesn’t stop there. According to Desiring God, a
ministry Piper founded:

Just because something is a gift from the Lord does not mean that it is wrong to be a
steward of when or whether you will come into possession of it. It is wrong to reason that
since A is good and a gift from the Lord, then we must pursue as much of A as possible.
God has made this a world in which tradeoffs have to be made and we cannot do
everything to the fullest extent. . . .

Although it is true that “blessed is the man whose quiver is full of [children]” (Psalm
127:5 NASB), we need to realize that God has not given everyone the same size quiver.
And so birth control is a gift from God that may be used for the wise regulation of the size
of one’s family, as well as a means of seeking to have children at the time which seems to

be wisest.6

I didn’t understand this as a teenager. Based on Gothard’s teaching, and
the teachings of men like Jim Sammons at IBLP, I assumed that wives
should have as many children as physically possible. And that intimidated
me. Yet I never thought my feelings could affect the course of my life. So
whether I was anxious about it or not, having lots of children was in my
future. My purpose was essentially wrapped up in being a wife and mother.
Those two roles were the primary reasons God had put me on earth. I didn’t
question that. Also, I wanted to please God, so if a big family was a primary
way to honor Him, then I was willing to get over my fear and have as many
children as I could.

Of course, God does call many women to be wives and mothers. Titus
2:4-5 says young women should “love their husbands and children, to be
self-controlled, pure, working at home, kind, and submissive to their own
husbands.” That is a lot of work, but it’s an impactful, God-honoring, and
fulfilling life. That said, womanhood is not confined to being only a mother.
Women, like men, are made in God’s image, which means they are made to
know and glorify Him. A Christian woman'’s identity is found in Jesus, not
in her roles, which will change throughout her life.

When a woman becomes a Christian, she is God’s workmanship. The
good works that God prepares won’t be the same for everyone. While a
woman can walk in good works as a wife and mom, she can also do that
through a vocation, service to the church, and by loving others well. I hope



that’s something all women know, especially those who are not married or
who struggle with infertility.

Women who never marry or have children can absolutely glorify God. I
didn’t realize that when I was younger. I’ve had to disentangle the truth of
my identity in Christ from a narrow view of my identity as primarily a wife
and mother.



BILL GOTHARD’S BASIC LIFE PRINCIPLES

Nineteen-year-old me had all that confidence because I assumed life is like
a recipe book: use the right ingredients in the right way, and the outcome is
virtually guaranteed. Ever heard that famous saying from Forrest Gump
(which I haven’t seen—no surprise): “My momma always said, ‘Life was
like a box of chocolates. You never know what you’re gonna get’”?” The
idea is that life is unpredictable: you take it as it comes. If I’d watched that
movie when I was a teenager, I would have thought that was a silly thing to
believe. Life was the opposite of a box of chocolates. It was predictable,
repeatable, with few surprises. All you needed were the right ingredients—
the principles that were key to a successful Christian life. If T followed
them, then God would bless me. If I didn’t, then God would not bless me. If
another woman was struggling—if she didn’t get the husband she wanted or
children that were a blessing or financial security—it was probably because
she didn’t know these principles.

Those who watched me on television, particularly when I was a
teenager, saw me living out these principles. No doubt they had some
questions about the way I lived. Why did I dress that way? Why did I say
that? Why did I go there or do that? Many of the answers can be traced to
Gothard’s seven basic life principles.

The Principle of Design

Gothard described his first principle—the principle of design—this
way: “God has a precise purpose for each person, object, and relationship
that He creates. As we understand and live in harmony with His design, we
will discover self-acceptance, identity, and fulfillment in life.”® I understood
this to mean that if I recognized God’s design and thanked Him for it, I
would find satisfaction and fulfillment.

The Principle of Authority



According to Gothard’s principle of authority, God assigns “various
responsibilities to parents, church leaders, government officials, and other
authorities.” What’s more, “as we learn to acknowledge and honor these
authorities, we can see God work through them to provide direction and
protection in our lives.”® I believed that in doing so, I would experience
inner peace.

The Principle of Responsibility

Gothard described his third principle—responsibility—as “realizing that
I am responsible to God for all my thoughts, words, actions, attitudes, and
motives and that I must clear up every past offense against God and
others.”'® According to Gothard, this is necessary to achieve a clear
conscience.

The Principle of Suffering

The fourth principle—suffering—is closely related to the third principle
of responsibility. For this one, Gothard said Christians should welcome “the
chastening of the Lord and the sorrows and hurts of life as necessary for my
maturity and future leadership.”'! Often, those “sorrows and hurts of life”
are a result of conflict—people saying unkind and untrue things. In
response to the suffering this conflict produces, Gothard said believers must
forgive others. Based on his teaching, I thought that if I followed this
principle, I would experience genuine joy.

The Principle of Ownership

The fifth basic life principle is ownership, which Gothard described as
“knowing that everything I have or will have is entrusted to me by the Lord
and is to be used in ways that will benefit the Lord and the lives of

others.”!? So if I yielded my rights to God, then I’d enjoy true security.

The Principle of Freedom



For the sixth principle—freedom—Gothard had a clever description:
“Enjoying the desire and the power to do what is right rather than claiming
the privilege to do what I want.”!®> By embracing this view of freedom, I
expected to experience moral purity.

The Principle of Success

Here’s how Gothard defined the seventh and final principle: “The
principle of success involves building God’s Word into every aspect of our
being so we can receive His direction for every decision.”™* Gothard said
that if I filled my mind with God’s Word, then God would direct my daily
decisions. The result? A successful life. He elaborated on this in his
seminar. At one point he said that if we follow these principles, we can be
sure that we will always succeed.'® That’s what I believed for many, many
years. I saw Gothard’s principles as the ticket to success. I figured if 1
followed them, God would make it clear to me what decisions I was
supposed to make and not make. He would do that for the big decisions in
life, like who I was supposed to marry, and the smallest of events, including
questions like “What am I supposed to eat?”



THE PRINCIPLES IN MY LIFE

Most have probably never heard those principles before, but for me, not a
day went by when I didn’t apply them to my life in some way. Here are a
couple of examples of what that looked like.

Courtship

Courtship was probably the most famous application of these principles
in my life. It was one of the most talked about aspects of the show. When I
was younger, I didn’t understand why so many people thought it was
fascinating, bizarre, or ridiculous. To me, courtship was a normal, healthy
way to live out the principles of design and authority.

Courtship is the process through which a young man and woman go
from being friends to spouses. Two people don’t enter a courtship unless
they are considering marriage. Courtship doesn’t have to lead to the altar,
but there’s an expectation that the courting couple is spending time together
because they are serious about potentially marrying each other, even if they
don’t know each other well when the relationship begins.

This process means parents decide if their daughters can get to know a
particular man. And the parents also have final say over whether or not the
daughter and suitor can get married. It’s a little different for sons. It seems
like they have more freedom than the girls. Most of the time within this
culture, a young man can pursue a girl and decide if he wants to marry her.
The parents have input, but they aren’t as involved throughout the process.
For my sisters and me, this process didn’t mean we had no say in who we
were going to marry. Rather, it meant that young men who were interested
in a relationship with me had to first get my parents’ approval. Jeremy and I
weren’t set up by my mom and dad. We decided for ourselves that we
wanted to be in a relationship and consider marriage. But it took more than
five months for our relationship to begin because we didn’t initially have
my parents’ approval. They wanted to get to know Jeremy. His background
and theology were different from ours, and that gave my parents pause.
When they did approve and we began courting, we followed specific



guidelines. We didn’t go on one-on-one dates. Our time together took place
at one of our families’ homes, or we had a sibling tag along with us if we
went shopping, to a restaurant, or went for a walk. We also didn’t hold
hands until we were engaged or kiss until marriage. My parents encouraged
us to follow these guidelines.

I was committed to those courtship principles. I never thought about
going out on a date with a guy by myself or spending time with a guy
before he’d gained my parents’ approval. I was determined to reserve all of
myself for my future husband. If I gave any affection to a guy who didn’t
become my husband, I thought I’d be giving pieces of my heart to him,
which would make it harder for me to give all of myself to my husband
when the time came.

I wrote about this a lot in my journal. Here’s an example from July 22,
2015:

We went to the courtship class at church. I was so greatly convicted by the message
talking about the dating spirit. I am so guilty in this area. This morning I was thinking
about all of the wrongs it seems like I’ve been getting myself wrapped up in. Saddened and
so sick of this state. Asking God for answers.

I saw attraction as being a distraction. I was so afraid of having a
“dating spirit” that there were times when I wouldn’t even talk to a young
man I might’ve been attracted to. Here’s another of my journal entries in
which T conflated having thoughts about a guy with being attacked by
Satan:

The past few days I have had a flood of thoughts about a young man. I was wisely
encouraged to have a prayer target so when the temptation comes to dwell on such
thoughts, I'm going to stop and pray for my sister. It’s really cool. What Satan meant for
evil, God used for good.

That’s how I viewed any thoughts of attraction: as being evil and from
Satan. I needed to fight against them, resist them with prayer. Today, I
recognize that there were real problems with how I thought about
relationships between guys and girls.

I was so afraid of defrauding guys or giving away my heart that I
thought it was safer to avoid them altogether. I now see how harmful that
view was. In relationships, there’s no substitute for spending time—Iots of
time—with your boyfriend or girlfriend. Getting to know them in their
context of life and family, spending hours talking, going on dates, and



experiencing all sorts of life situations together is so valuable. Courtship
can become so highly controlled by parents, regulated, and overseen that it
doesn’t allow for this level of openness and vulnerability.

There was a practical problem with courting, and my fear of having a
dating spirit, when it came to my relationship with Jeremy. My
determination to guard my heart made it difficult for Jeremy to figure out
whether I liked him. He would ask Jessa what I was saying about him or if I
had any interest. He, of course, assumed that I’d shared these things with
my sisters. But I hadn’t. I hadn’t told Jessa or any of my other siblings how
I felt about Jeremy. I wasn’t comfortable revealing my feelings because I
was trying to guard my heart.

When Jeremy and I did begin our relationship, we felt a lot of pressure.
We didn’t know each other well, yet from the moment we started talking on
the phone, there was an expectation of marriage. That can be emotionally
challenging. I know it was for me. When my dad gave Jeremy and me
permission to court, I wasn’t yet convinced I wanted to marry him. I loved
being around him, I respected him, but I didn’t know him well enough to
say whether or not I wanted to spend the rest of my life with him. After all,
we hadn’t had a lot of in-depth conversations. Our courtship sometimes
made it tough to have those necessary conversations in an informal setting.
When we were with each other in person, we had a chaperone, which a lot
of times was one of my younger siblings. We obviously didn’t want to have
those important discussions that every couple needs to have if a brother or
sister was in earshot. Instead of enjoying our time together, we skipped the
“friendship” stage and went straight to the “are we going to marry” stage.
Looking back, I see how important that friendship stage is because
friendship is such an important part of marriage. Despite those challenges,
Jeremy and I were still able to grow together and figure out that we did
want to marry. Marrying him was one of the best decisions I ever made.

Modesty

Watch any episode of 19 Kids and Counting or Counting On and you’ll
probably notice that I only wore skirts. Every skirt had to reach at least
below the knee. I also wore blouses and shirts that covered the shoulders.
That dress code was a big part of my life because Gothard said modesty
was a serious responsibility for every Christian.



The Bible does say modesty is important. First Timothy 2:9 says women
are to “adorn themselves in respectable apparel, with modesty and self-
control, not with braided hair and gold or pearls or costly attire.” But it
doesn’t say how long skirts should be or mandate shirtsleeves.

Beyond the principle of responsibility, Gothard tied his specific dress
code to the principles of authority, design, and freedom. Modesty was an
application of authority because I was submitting to what I thought God
said about modesty. Dressing modestly was also part of the freedom
Gothard defined as “not the right to do what I want, but the power to do
what I ought.”'® I had no problem wearing what I thought I ought to. In
fact, I wanted to dress conservatively and for everyone around me to do the
same. I remember being so disappointed when a friend of mine started
wearing pants. I thought that she had stepped away from the truth she knew
she should be following. I was heartbroken and prayed for her. I was
concerned about where her life was headed.

But most of all, based on Gothard’s teaching, I saw it as my
responsibility to protect others’ moral purity by dressing modestly. If
someone struggled with impure thoughts because of something I wore, then
I bore some responsibility for that person’s sin. I needed to make sure no
one stumbled because of my outfit choices. That’s why I cared so much
about the length of my skirts, even down to the inches.

Now that I have walked away from the Gothard teachings, I find this
idea deeply problematic. Though the Bible warns against causing others to
sin (Luke 17:1-2), it doesn’t say that if someone has impure thoughts about
me, [ am at fault. That logic shifts blame away from the individual
committing the sin. In extreme circumstances, it can put blame on the
victims of assault instead of the abusers. This is exactly what Gothard
taught. In a document called “Counseling Sexual Abuse” that was given to
attendees at IBLP’s Advanced Training Institute, he said God allows
victims to be abused because of:

e “immodest dress”

e “indecent exposure”

e “being out from protection of our parents”
 “being with evil friends”!”



HOW I’VE DISENTANGLED THE
PRINCIPLES

Those are two of the more famous examples of how I lived out these
principles. However, I’ve since realized the need to disentangle the truth
from the errors in the way Gothard taught me to apply them.

Disentangling Design
God made me a specific way. Psalm 139:13-14 says:

For you formed my inward parts;

you knitted me together in my mother’s womb.

I praise you, for I am fearfully and wonderfully made.
Wonderful are your works;

my soul knows it very well.

God designed everything about me: from my height and eye color to my
personality and talents. That’s true, and it’s beautiful.

God not only made me on purpose but also has a purpose for how I live.
All of us owe our existence to God, and He designed us to obey and honor
Him. Dozens of verses talk about God’s purpose for all people, but the
simplest might be 1 Corinthians 10:31, which says, “Whether you eat or
drink, or whatever you do, do all to the glory of God.”

Gothard had a lot of ideas about design that I no longer believe. For
example, he said that one of the best ways to find out God’s design, and
why He allows defects in our lives, is to look at the sins of our forefathers.
Gothard said,

Teenagers are asking a very profound question. They’re saying, “If God is really a God of
love, could not He have made children so that the sins of the parents would not in any way
affect the children?” God could’ve made us that way, but He didn’t. So it is that the sins of

the parents are passed on to the children.18



According to Gothard, if someone’s grandfather was an alcoholic, it
would take “five generations of no liquor at all just to remove the proneness
to alcoholism that’s passed on to the children.”!® That same principle
applied to any sin: anger, laziness, lying, or lust. If my great-grandfather
struggled with anger, Gothard said it would be passed on to me. To break
this family curse, to reverse the way my family was designed, I had to set
up special disciplines and limits. I needed to create barriers to committing
those sins or being exposed to them in any way.

Let me explain what this would look like in my life. For a while, I tried
to avoid places that even sold alcohol, including restaurants, grocery stores,
and convenience stores. I thought this was the best way to avoid the abuse
of alcohol, something I was sure would be inevitable if I let myself be
exposed to it at all. The same principle—avoiding any association with a
potential sin—dominated my life. So much of what I didn’t wear, listen to,
or eat was not just because I was trying to avoid disobeying God. It was
because I was trying to stay away from any possible associating with
disobedience. In recent years, I’ve learned that I am not always more prone
to a particular sin because a previous generation struggled with it. I’ve also
learned there’s a difference between disobeying God and interacting with
someone or something that would not be godly behavior. The two are not
the same.

Disentangling Authority

What I’ve disentangled in recent years isn’t so much Gothard’s view of
courtship and parents’ authority before marriage; there’s more than one way
to find a spouse. It’s what Gothard said about parents’ authority after
marriage that’s problematic.

He taught that when a couple gets married, there is a new structure of
protection and authority, and the husband is the head of the house. But he
also said the young couple is “under counsel of father and father-in-law,
mother and mother-in-law.”2° In volume 1 of his Men’s Manual, he said, “A
grandfather’s responsibility for his sons and daughters does not end when
they finish their education or when they are married. His responsibility
continues for as long as he lives!”?! This idea is nowhere in God’s Word.
Rather, God’s Word commands, “Therefore a man shall leave his father and



his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh”
(Genesis 2:24). Gothard invented a system whereby grown children still
have to listen to their parents and obey their counsel. He maintained the
authority of the parents, even after the marriage vows.

At times, this has played itself out in my marriage in tricky ways,
especially in the early years after Jeremy and I became husband and wife. I
had always felt like Jeremy and I had to check with my parents, see what
they thought about the decisions we were making. I felt this way when we
were buying our first house in Texas and when we decided to move to
California. I had to remind myself that at the end of the day, we could get
advice, but Jeremy and I would make the final decision. We were our own
family and we had to make decisions that would honor God and be best for
us and our children. Figuring out how to navigate those dynamics was
something I had to do as I disentangled what Gothard taught about parental
authority from what I believed the Bible truly said.

Disentangling Responsibility

Gothard taught me that it was my responsibility to clear up all offenses,
to make sure I asked God and others to forgive me for every action.

God loves forgiveness. John MacArthur often says, “Never are we more
like the God we proclaim than when we forgive.”?? I have seen again and
again that we are blessed to be forgiven by God and others. I’ve also
experienced the peace that comes with forgiving those who’ve offended me.
But I've had to disentangle the truth about forgiveness—and my
responsibility in that process—from the unhealthy version of it I learned
from Gothard.

As a teenager, I used to be terrified that I had some unconfessed sin. I
thought that if I hadn’t cleared up “every past offense against God and
others,” as Gothard taught,23 then God would punish me. Before bed, I'd
scan my memory from the day’s events and make sure I hadn’t offended a
sibling, said something disrespectful to my parents, or had a negative
thought about a friend or family member. If I thought of some wrong I’d
committed, I’d quickly ask God to forgive me and take the first opportunity

to ask the person I’d offended to forgive me, too, even if they didn’t know
I’d offended them.



This uncertainty could be overwhelming on Sunday mornings when our
church took Communion. This part of Christian worship is an opportunity
to remember what the Lord did for sinners on the cross. It’s meant to bring
joy to every believer. When Christians drink the cup and eat the bread, the
Bible says they “proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes” (1 Corinthians
11:26). Taking Communion is serious, but it’s also a celebration. Yet most
Sunday mornings, I didn’t see it that way. I thought of it more as a game of
Russian roulette. I was convinced that if I took Communion with some
unconfessed sin I didn’t know about, then God would punish me, possibly
with death.

Before taking Communion, I’d rack my brain, trying to think of
anything I could have said or done that might require an apology or
confession. Even if I couldn’t think of anything, I still wouldn’t take
Communion if I thought there might be the smallest possibility I was
forgetting a sin.

This is an unhealthy view because it assumes that God wants to punish
me—and that it’s my responsibility to avoid that punishment. But for the
person whose faith is in Jesus, the Bible says the opposite is true. Psalm
103:12 promises, “As far as the east is from the west, so far does [God]
remove our transgressions from us.”

Disentangling Suffering

Gothard taught me that if I was suffering, there was a good chance it
was because of some hidden or secret sin in my life. I was disobeying God
in some way, and that was why I was experiencing pain and hardship. He
even said that “most illnesses today are the result of bitterness, or guilt, or
just lack of love.”?* I quickly became terrified that if I didn’t do everything
I could to be agreeable, I’d face the consequences in the form of suffering.

Of course, sin and disobedience can certainly produce a lot of pain. For
instance, if someone is angry and they punch a wall and break their hand,
their sin has caused them pain. But sometimes suffering happens for reasons
unknown to the believer. The Bible says that sometimes the reason for our
suffering is to help us grow closer to God. Sometimes it’s simply a result of
living in a broken world. And yes, sometimes it’s because of sin. But,
contrary to what Gothard taught, there’s not always a way to know why
suffering happens.



I firmly disagree with what Gothard said about Job—an Old Testament
man who lost his wealth, friends, health, and children. After Job lost
everything he loved, three friends visited him. They figured that he must be
suffering because he did something wrong. They didn’t know what he did
wrong, but they assumed that someone suffering as much as Job must have
made a mistake. Gothard not only agrees with Job’s friends, he at one point
said he knows something they don’t—why Job was suffering: he was afraid.
According to Gothard, Job apparently had three fears: He feared his
children would rebel. He feared he would lose his health. He feared that he
would lose his possessions. The reason we know that is because in the third
chapter, Job gave us something of a confession. He said, “The thing that I
greatly feared has come upon me, and the thing that I was greatly afraid of
has now happened to me!” (v. 25, paraphrase). No wonder God tells us over
and over in Scripture, “Don’t fear! Fear not.”%°

If you assume that the story of Job is a warning against fear, you are
going to be more afraid. At least that’s what happened to me when I was
younger! I was afraid that if I felt fear, God would punish me for that.

What Gothard said is simply not true. The Bible tells us why these
events happened to Job, and it’s not because Job feared those things. It’s
because God said Job was righteous, and Satan wanted to destroy his faith.
But Gothard’s teaching paralyzed me with fear. I thought that anything I
feared would come to be. I felt like my destiny was fully dependent on me
and my mind, as if I were controlling my circumstances by what I thought.

I’ll never forget listening to Austin Duncan, the college pastor at my
church, teach through the book of Job a few years ago. That series changed
how I think about suffering and my own fear. Austin said this:

I think this is helpful for us because it teaches us that we can’t dodge suffering, that you
can’t manage your life, you can’t control your circumstances, you can’t exercise enough or
plan enough or save enough money or work your way into a place of security . . . to avoid

suffering. 26

This lesson from the book of Job taught me that my suffering is not
necessarily a result of my disobedience or some hidden fears in my
subconscious. It helped me live out my faith with confidence.

Disentangling Success



Through Gothard’s teachings I became convinced that if I obeyed these
principles, if I applied them every day and to every part of my life just as he
told me to, I would enjoy extraordinary success. My marriage would be
strong, and so would my bank account. Then God would use me to be a
blessing to others. Non-Christians, and perhaps some Christians who were
struggling with their health, relationships, or finances, would see my
success and want the same blessings. That, Gothard said, was the ultimate
goal: to be a light to the nations, a witness to the blessings God pours out on
those who obey Him. I think that was my family’s driving motivation for
being on television; we were convinced that if viewers saw the joy and
harmony these principles produced in our lives, then they would want to be
Christians and live like we did. Our goal was to show the world a positive,
compelling view of Christianity.

Just as problematic as Gothard’s opinions, however, was his guarantee
of success for everyone who follows his rules. Gothard taught that the
future I wanted—husband, kids, financial freedom, and health—would be
mine if I followed everything he was teaching. He claimed his seminars
were the key to success, and I was sure to get all those blessings if I obeyed.
In other words, I was being taught a version of the health and wealth
gospel.

The health and wealth gospel is simply this: God wants to give His
children money and physical health, but they must have faith that He will
bless them. The size of someone’s financial success is proportional to the
amount of that person’s faith and obedience. Here’s what Gothard said
about money: “God wuses riches to bless those who obey his
commandments, and he removes money from those who violate his
commandments.””” If 1 saw a family who was following Gothard’s
principles and they owned their house outright—had no debt on it—or they
could afford to give generously, I assumed God was blessing them because
they were so committed to the principles.

Millions of Americans believe the health and wealth gospel. There is no
shortage of preachers and televangelists who have gained millions of
followers by teaching this version of Christianity. When teachers promise
healing for those who have enough faith, tens of thousands show up at their
crusades, hoping they have enough faith to leave with a restored body.

When I was a teenager, I would have said that I rejected the health and
wealth gospel. Gothard himself would have criticized what prosperity



preachers were teaching. But I did believe that obedience was the key to
success in life. I was convinced that if I obeyed, God would reward me with
the blessings. In other words, I believed the health and wealth gospel. It
looked a little different from the popular version that shows up on television
and in some of America’s biggest churches, but it was essentially the same
message. In recent years, I’ve started to understand that what I thought was
the key to success was actually a recipe for spiritual failure.



THE EFFECTS OF GOTHARD’S BASIC LIFE
PRINCIPLES

Ultimately, Gothard’s seven principles produced exhaustion and fear in my
life. I was consumed with being introspective, overcome by paranoia. I
obsessively dissected my life—my thoughts, words, and actions—because I
was terrified that a sin might sneak in and cause me to lose God’s blessings.
If I forgot to ask forgiveness for a single sin, I felt condemned. I believed
that I needed to know everything Gothard taught and that I needed to obey
every one of his principles and their associated rules, no matter how
obscure. Otherwise, my life would be a failure.

If that was true of all seven principles, it was especially the case for the
principle of authority. It seemed like Gothard thought that was the most
important one. He seemed to connect the rest of the principles back to
authority, as if it was the foundation for everything he taught. Disobey that
and I would remove myself from what Gothard called “the umbrella of
authority” or “umbrella of protection,”?® thereby opening myself up to
attacks from Satan.



CHAPTER 4

Life under the Umbrella

Once upon da time, a twenty-one-year-old Christian woman met the

man of her dreams. He was kind, smart, hardworking, and handsome. Most
importantly, he was a committed Christian. He loved God and wanted to
obey Him. The couple started spending time together and soon became
convinced that the Lord was directing them to marriage. She was overjoyed.
Ever since she became a Christian, she had wanted to be a wife and mother.
She took her boyfriend to visit her parents—who were not Christians—and
the daughter and her boyfriend told them their intentions to marry. After the
young man left, the parents told their daughter, “We don’t think that you
should marry him.” The daughter asked why they felt this way. They said,
“We can’t give you a good reason; we just don’t think you ought to marry
him.”!

Bill Gothard presented that fictional scenario at one of his seminars.
After hooking his audience with this compelling story, he asked them a
question: What should the daughter do? Should she and the young man
marry, or should they submit to her parents’ wishes even though the mom
and dad are not Christians and have no good reason for disliking the young
man? Gothard said the latter decision is the right one. He told his audience
the parents’ authority is absolute, no matter the circumstances and no matter
how misguided their decisions. Parents must always be obeyed.

My mother-in-law, Diana, faced nearly that exact scenario almost forty
years ago. Jeremy’s mother was not raised in a Christian home. Not long



after she became a follower of Christ, she met a young pastor named Chuck
Vuolo. She liked him and wanted to date him. But her parents had concerns.
They were proud of their daughter. She was an accomplished professional
violinist. She had traveled internationally, playing in some of the finest
orchestras. Her parents thought their daughter’s newfound Christianity was
a phase. And they were concerned that if she married this pastor, she would
be stuck in religion the rest of her life and would have to give up her
promising career.

If Diana had followed Bill Gothard’s teaching at the time, she likely
would have ended the relationship with Chuck because her parents didn’t
approve. If she had followed the principle of authority, then the life my in-
laws built together, their years of ministry, and the three children they
brought into this world would have never happened.

Fifteen years ago, if I’d met a girl in the same situation as Diana when
she fell in love with Chuck, I probably would have urged her, for her own
protection, not to disregard her parents. At the time, I believed all
disobedience to parents—no matter the circumstances—was dangerous. I’d
fully embraced a concept Gothard called “the umbrella of authority.”



THE UMBRELLA OF AUTHORITY

According to this concept, God gives every person authority figures who
must always be obeyed. Just as an umbrella protects against rain, these
authorities protect a person from spiritual harm, including suffering, pain,
and temptations from Satan. But, also like an umbrella, the protection is
limited. During a downpour, one wrong step (or strong gust of wind) could
leave an individual soaked. Likewise, according to Gothard’s teaching, one
act of disobedience, even an unintended act of rebellion against authority,
could result in God’s punishment. Gothard taught that by rebelling we were
subjecting ourselves to the realm and power of Satan.

My teenage self would see other young people suffering or struggling
spiritually and assume their pain was a result of some rebellion against their
parents. If something difficult happened to me, I’d think I’d stepped out
from under the umbrella because I'd unknowingly disobeyed or
disrespected my parents. My understanding was the result of Gothard’s
teaching that the main role of authority figures is protection—not control:
“The essence of submission is not ‘getting under the domination of
authority but rather getting under the protection of authority.’”?

Of course, Gothard taught that God was life’s ultimate authority. But to
live under the umbrella and enjoy a flourishing life, you had to obey,
respect, and honor the four human institutions to which God had delegated
His authority: parents, government, church leaders, and employers.>
Gothard said Christians who disobeyed even one of these authorities would
no longer be under the umbrella of protection and would instead find
themselves under the domain of Satanic attack.*

In some ways, it was easy to live under the umbrella. Doing so turned
my Christian life into a simple checklist: Did I break a law of the state of
Arkansas today? If the answer was no, I was still under the umbrella. Did I
listen to my spiritual authorities and commit to obeying what they said?
Yes. Still protected. Finally, and most dominant in my life, was the daily
question: Have I done everything my parents asked me to do? Have I
obeyed them with a cheerful, happy heart?



This simple, black-and-white view of authority relieved some of my
insecurity and indecision. For example, when I couldn’t decide whether I
should play broomball or stay home and read my Bible, my dad took away
a lot of my confusion when he told me I should go play broomball. As silly
as it sounds, broomball became a matter of obedience to a God-given
authority in my life. Since my dad wanted me to go, I was safe under the
umbrella. In the same way, when I was struggling with body image and
nearly stopped eating, my mom lovingly told me I had to eat. This made
maintaining a healthy lifestyle a matter of obedience. There are many
similar examples when my parents’ authority was used for good in my life.
I know their leadership often protected me from harm.

Yet, though I did not realize it at the time, Gothard’s teaching was
creating serious issues in how I understood God and reality.



PROBLEMS WITH THE UMBRELLA OF
AUTHORITY

As I'look back on my teenage years, I wish I had spent more time studying
what the Bible says about authority. It has so many good things to say about
parents and pastors and all the authority figures God has placed in our lives.
But if I had taken a more careful look at the Bible, I would have found that
the umbrella of authority is not an idea presented within its pages. Gothard
led me to believe that any little misunderstanding or misstep with my
authorities would result in spiritual or even physical harm. Though I know
authorities are there for my good and often my protection, their authority is
not absolute. Only God’s is. I often got that backward when I was younger.
Gothard’s theology so emphasized obedience and submission to authority
that I began to believe all authorities—whether parents or Gothard himself
as our spiritual leader—were never to be questioned or challenged in any
way. They were simply to be obeyed. This had seriously negative effects.

Self-Righteousness

Gothard’s teachings led me to believe that God was mainly pleased with
me due to my obedience. I didn’t outwardly rebel against my parents or any
other authorities that were part of the umbrella. In return, I expected God to
pour His blessings on me.

One time, while my family and I were attending a conference led by
Gothard, we saw a billboard that criticized him and his teaching. I
remember thinking it was so sad that someone could be that blind to the
truth. They don’t understand. They don’t know what I know. They aren’t as
fortunate as I am. I told myself the person responsible for that billboard had
a heart of rebellion and was going to endure a lot of hardship in life. At
other times, I’d hear about young people who grew up believing the same
things I did but then rebelled by listening to worldly music or wearing
immodest clothes, and I’d expect God to punish them in a way He never
would punish me. They were no longer listening to authority, while I was



fervent in my obedience. I was safe under the umbrella of protection. They
had stepped out from under it and were opening themselves up to Satan’s
attacks.

Gothard emphasized obeying authorities so much that I began to think
“obey” was the most important command in the Bible. My Christian life
became a transaction with God rather than a relationship with Him: If I obey
the authorities in my life, then God will be pleased with me and bless me. If
I disobey those authorities, God will not be happy with me and will not
bless me. I had figured out this formula for receiving God’s blessings. I felt
sorry for anyone who didn’t know about Gothard’s principles; because they
didn’t know anything about his teaching, they weren’t going to experience
the same joy and satisfaction that I would.

Throughout my teenage years, this self-righteous attitude was a big part
of my identity. I was a fervent believer in Gothard’s principles, and I
thought I was pleasing God because I followed them zealously. I now see
how that self-righteousness made me a lot like the Pharisees—the religious
leaders of Israel during Jesus’ life on earth. The Pharisees believed
themselves to be righteous people who were committed to obedience. But
they were all about outward performance. Jesus said, “They do all their
deeds to be seen by others” (Matthew 23:5). They missed the whole point
of knowing God. Like them, I was obsessed with outward performance and
judged others who didn’t follow the same rules I did.

Fear

As I talked about earlier, I was a fearful kid. I was terrified of seemingly
everything: weather, car crashes, sickness, and other people’s perceptions of
me. When I became a true Christian, those threats became much less
threatening than God Himself. The thought of displeasing or dishonoring
God was, at times, an all-consuming terror. Gothard’s teachings gave me a
practical, specific path to please God, but what his teachings didn’t do—and
this is so critical—was give me the right view of God’s authority. Even as
these principles were giving me a system that I thought would please God,
the ever-present umbrella of authority was teaching me to be afraid of God.

Being afraid of God is different from fearing Him. The Bible says that
fearing God is a good thing, something that brings joy and peace.



I know now that when the Bible talks about fearing God, it isn’t talking
about dread. It isn’t telling Christians to think God is scary and terrifying. It
isn’t saying I should stay up at night with a knot in my stomach, afraid that
God is going to punish me if I unknowingly break a rule. Instead, when the
Bible talks about fearing God, it’s talking about being in awe of Him.

Author Jerry Bridges described this well:

Perhaps a good working-definition of the fear of God is something like this: to truly fear
God means to be in awe of God’s being and character as well as in awe of what He has
done for us in Christ. When you put these two ideas together, you have an absolutely
sovereign Creator of the universe who punishes those who resist Him, and yet loves us and

sends His Son to die in our place. Surely that’s good reason to fear or reverence Him.>

That’s such a helpful truth. It teaches me that the appropriate fear of
God isn’t because He could hurt me, or even kill me. The right fear of God
is because He is all-powerful, in control of everything, and, at the same
time, kind, compassionate, and loving. A being with that combination of
qualities should be first feared for His character.

Gothard didn’t teach me to be in awe of who God is and what He’s
done, especially through Jesus Christ. Instead, he taught me to focus
primarily on God’s punishment. I learned to fear what God could do to me.
While the Bible affirms that authority has a place in our lives, Gothard
turned obedience into a matter of terror. If I misstepped in any way, I was
removed from all protection, and Satan would have full access. “As long as
you are under God-given authority nothing can happen to you that God
does not design for your ultimate good,” Gothard said.® This implied that if
I stepped out from the umbrella—knowingly or unknowingly—anything
that happened would not be for my ultimate good.

That’s why I was so passionate in my commitment to absolute
obedience to my authorities. But that passion came from a wrong view of
God, a terror of His authority and punishment, and therefore a wrong view
of my earthly authorities. Gothard’s teaching on this subject was tailor-
made to produce that kind of fear.



THE DANGER OF EXTREME AUTHORITY

Bill Gothard may have coined the “umbrella of authority” concept, but he
was certainly not the first person to promote or exercise this kind of
authority—the kind that assumes a leader gets to give orders. The kind
where it’s the leader’s job to tell others what to do, and the people they are
leading must obey with joyful hearts. This leadership structure is top-down.
Those in charge should be served by those being led.

There are extreme examples of this kind of authority, like Jim Jones,
who led the Peoples Temple. Jones convinced more than nine hundred
people that it was God’s will for them to move to Guyana in Central
America, where they attempted to set up a utopia, an ideal society where
they could live in harmony until Christ’s return. Of course, that didn’t work.
We are all imperfect, so no society can be a utopia. When some members of
the congregation tried to leave, Jones stopped them. Then he convinced his
people to drink Kool-Aid laced with cyanide. Tragically, 918 people died in
what became known as the Jonestown massacre.”

Thankfully, most people are not told that to obey their leaders, they
must take their own lives. But leaders still display this top-down view of
authority in other ways. Perhaps a boss abuses his authority by demanding
more work for less pay. This leader is frustrated when employees don’t do
things exactly as he says, or he keeps asking for things that make his life
easier but are not part of someone else’s job description. Maybe a church
leader insists that he should have the final say over where someone works,
who to date and marry, what clothes to wear, and what music to enjoy. On
top of that, he starts to imply that disobeying him is the same as disobeying
God. Finally, and most personally, this shows up in a lot of families. Some
parents don’t just have opinions about their kids’ lives; they have
commands. Even when their kids are all grown up, these parents expect to
be obeyed in all things.

What’s a person to do in those situations? How do we respond to those
authorities in our lives?



TRUE BIBLICAL AUTHORITY

I’ve spent more than a decade trying to disentangle a true understanding of
authority from the false version Gothard taught. I had to learn what the
Bible really says about authority and leadership. I’ll always be amazed
when I read the thirteenth chapter of John’s gospel. In this passage, Jesus
did not demand that His followers serve Him. He did the opposite. He took
a towel and a bowl of water and washed His disciples’ feet. At that time,
everyone wore sandals and walked on dirt roads. When the head of the
house came home, his servant would bend down and clean his feet.
Therefore, the task was associated with servanthood. And that’s why Jesus
did it. When He finished washing His disciples’ feet, Jesus told them, “You
call me Teacher and Lord, and you are right, for so I am. If I then, your
Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also ought to wash one
another’s feet. For I have given you an example, that you also should do
just as I have done to you” (vv. 13-15).

Incredible. Here was the greatest man who ever lived. The Savior of the
world. The King of kings and Lord of lords. No one has ever had more
authority than Jesus. But what did Jesus do with all His authority? He
washed His disciples’ feet. He served His followers.

When James and John, two of Jesus’ most loyal followers, asked Jesus
if they could rule with Him in heaven, Jesus told them they had a wrong
view of leadership. He said,

You know that those who are considered rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their
great ones exercise authority over them. But it shall not be so among you. But whoever
would be great among you must be your servant, and whoever would be first among you
must be slave of all. For even the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to
give his life as a ransom for many. (Mark 10:42—45)

Bill Gothard, along with many other religious, business, and political
leaders, taught the opposite of what Jesus said: that people in high positions
should exercise authority over those they lead. I used to assume that was
true. Now I understand that James and John should have asked Jesus how
they could help others flourish, not what they needed to do to gain power.



The same is true of leaders today. The leaders I want to follow, and gladly
obey, are those who do not want “to be served but to serve.”

Leaders serve not only those they lead but also God: the One who gave
them their leadership. They are accountable to Him. This is so important! A
leader without accountability is not a true leader. God does not give parents,
presidents, pastors, or CEOs the freedom to lead however they want. They
are accountable to God, and if they are abusive leaders, they will face
consequences. We see a good example of this in Ezekiel 34, where God
chastised the leaders of Israel for not serving their people.

What did God do about these dominating, abusive leaders? Ezekiel said
God was going to rescue His people from them. He made it clear that God
hates it when leaders abuse their authority. When that happens, God
promises to free His people from their harmful leaders.

God took away these leaders’ positions and authority. He held them
accountable. I’ve learned now that when I encounter a spiritual leader, I
have to ask two questions: First, are they servant minded? Do they
understand their role? Second, are they accountable to God? Do they go
beyond the Word of God in their commands and expectations? Do they
understand that there are limits to their leadership?

I didn’t truly understand this nature of leadership when I was younger.
Because I misunderstood what a leader is, I didn’t examine any of Bill
Gothard’s teaching. I assumed he was a spiritual authority—a prophet-like
figure—and thought God wanted me to follow him.

I don’t know what would have happened to me if I stayed under the
umbrella of authority and closely followed the rest of Gothard’s principles
throughout my life. I know it would have been exhausting to try to please
God by obeying man-made rules. Perhaps at some point the effort would
have been too much. It was for thousands of Gothard’s followers who have
left Christianity entirely because the rules were too much of a burden. I
might have joined them.

Thankfully, when I was twenty-one years old, my life, and my view of
Gothard’s teachings, started to change.



CHAPTER 5

An Outside Voice

On December 2 1, 2 013, I turned twenty years old. I wish I could

remember what I did to celebrate. After all, it wasn’t that long ago. But for
some reason, details like this get lost in my memory bank. I do remember
what I did the next year on my golden birthday. To celebrate twenty-one
years on earth, and all the privileges that come with it, my mom and dad
took me to Red Robin. I had never been before and haven’t been back since.
Afterward, we went to a few stores. This was nothing glamorous but clearly
more memorable than whatever I did the year before.

What is seared in my memory from my twentieth birthday is that when
my teenage years ended and a new decade began, there was little doubt in
my mind that the next ten years would set the course for the rest of my life.
My older brother had already married. I even had a niece and nephew. I
assumed my other older brother, sisters, and I would soon follow in
marriage.

As I waited for Mr. Right, travel occupied my time. Our reality show
provided opportunities to see the world. When I wasn’t traveling for the
show, I was going on mission trips, both in the States and internationally.
Once a year, several members of my family would visit a maximum-
security prison in Florida. We’d bring Bibles and books to the inmates.
We’d show them a curriculum called Journey to the Heart from Bill
Gothard’s ministry. These booklets talk about the conditions of the heart.
We were trying to help the inmates identify their wrong heart attitudes—



like complaining or bitterness—and replace them with positive heart
attitudes—Ilike joy and contentment.

After going through a Gothard booklet, we’d sit at tables and talk about
how the female inmates could practically apply what they’d just learned. At
the time, I thought this was a wonderful, useful ministry. I’d talk about
having healthy attitudes and perspectives, maintaining joy during difficult
trials, and taking responsibility for our actions. I’d also discuss God’s
design and how He had something special planned for everyone. I felt good
about the difference I was making—helping these ladies understand how
they could improve themselves and their circumstances.

So much has changed since then. Now when I remember those trips to
Florida and think about the women with whom I spoke, I’'m filled with
regret. I wish I hadn’t spent those brief hours talking about decisions,
attitudes, and perspective. It was borderline silly for someone like me to
talk to prisoners about decisions they could make that would improve their
circumstances. Instead, I wish I’d taken those opportunities to tell the
inmates how they could be truly free even while they were in prison. I wish
I had talked about the radical love of Jesus Christ. Those women needed to
hear about grace, forgiveness, and the hope of eternity.

Along with doing prison ministry in Florida, each year our family took
at least one trip to the IBLP headquarters near Chicago and spent time with
Gothard. Every trip to headquarters was a highlight. I considered Bill
Gothard my hero, so any time I got to spend around this man of God was a
thrill. T was certainly “starstruck” when my siblings and I would get to talk
to him. He even came to our house once. We cleaned it for about a month in
anticipation of his arrival. A few days before he showed up, the place
probably smelled of bleach. Here’s a journal entry from a few days before
he came. I was twelve years old at the time.

I am going to try to play Foosball with Mr. Gothard when he comes here with the fifty
mayors from different countries. I can hardly wait for when Mr. Gothard comes

The nine exclamation points say it all. I was excited. And he really did
bring fifty Romanian mayors with him. I think he was supposed to be some
kind of spiritual mentor for those political leaders. And yes, I did get to play
Foosball with him. Here’s my journal entry the day after he left.



It was a VERY, VERY GOOD time. It was AMAZING!!! Only six Romanian mayors
were Christians!! It was really a neat privilege having Mr. Gothard here at our home. He
also took time to play Foosball before he left! Jess and Mr. Gothard against Jill, Josiah, and
me. Mr. Gothard’s team won!!

I was so eager to please, I was actually thrilled to lose. At the time, it
didn’t really matter whether Gothard was playing a game, discussing
leadership with mayors from Romania, or teaching the Bible: I was always
eager to listen.

He always talked passionately about some new teaching he’d recently
discovered. Sometimes the breakthrough had to do with a Christian
discipline. He’d claim to have discovered the secret to prayer or the
profound and previously overlooked physical, mental, and spiritual benefits
of fasting. I remember him once talking about a new diet. He said that by
connecting different ideas in Scripture for the first time, he had figured out
what kind of food every Christian should eat if they wanted to live a long,
healthy life and enjoy God’s blessing. Whatever Gothard was promoting, it
was convincing and inspiring.

About three months before I turned twenty, I had probably my most
memorable visit to the IBLP headquarters. Here’s what I wrote in my
journal on September 18, 2013:

So this afternoon, Jana and I were at the Staff Center, and Mr. Gothard asked us if we’d
like to go out for dinner with him and some of the staff. We agreed and said we’d meet him
back there at 7:00 p.m. Well, it started raining at 6:45 p.m., right before we were to head
over there. Just then, my phone rang and he offered to come pick us up. Up he came in his
beautiful blue car. They hopped out and opened the car doors for us. We even drove right
past Boston Market! We went to a restaurant called Omega. We had a wonderful time of
discussion! It was truly a blessing getting to spend quality time with a man of such great
wisdom. That was one of the most incredible experiences by far! I am so thankful to God
for Dr. Gothard’s ministry. If it wasn’t for his obedience to God, I would more than likely
not be here! We serve a powerful God! Another topic discussed tonight was how can we
reach the most amount of young people in the time we have left here. I pray that God will
expand the impact of the godly influences of our day.

Yes, the Boston Market reference is a little odd. But that was Gothard’s
favorite restaurant. So it was a big deal when we drove past one, heading to
a nicer restaurant. I certainly left Chicago that year with a fresh, new way of
thinking about the Christian life. At the time, I didn’t realize that I was also
leaving Chicago with more commands to follow and rules to obey.

After those meetings in Chicago, we’d drive to Michigan for Journey to
the Heart: a seven- or ten-day retreat mostly for young people ages thirteen



to thirty. The program was also used in prison ministry. It focused on the
heart conditions that people must have to experience God, understand who
He is, and live out His expectations. Throughout the summer, and a few
other times during the year, IBLP ran this program from the Northwoods
Conference Center in Watersmeet, a small town in Michigan’s Upper
Peninsula that felt like it was hours from civilization. Sometimes I was
there to learn. Other times, I went to serve in the kitchen. There was a
massive lake at the center of the property that I’d often circle on long prayer
walks. One week I memorized the book of James. I still remember most of
the book to this day. I’'m incredibly grateful for that. The program was
intense, and at the end of it, I did think I was closer to God.

Most years, I’d also travel to El Salvador and Honduras, where we’d
visit local churches and try to help them in any way we could. We’d run
programs for children. We’d deliver Christmas gifts. We’d take groceries to
families in need. I looked forward to these trips each year. The Christians in
both countries were kind, joyful, and loving, even though they had so much
less than most Americans.

When I wasn’t involved in ministry, I was usually filming, either at
home in Arkansas or on the road. My late teens and early twenties were a
particularly busy season with the show. They were the last few years of 19
Kids and Counting. The episodes became more invested in the lives of us
kids as we became adults and started to court. We did a show with Habitat
for Humanity in Alabama. We spent a month filming in Europe, the Middle
East, and Asia. We did a wilderness survival camp. We spent a month in
Tennessee, helping our friends build an addition to their home.

All the travel introduced me to many people who were different from
me—including Christians from different backgrounds. The time on the road
was a good introduction to adulthood and a season of life that I look back
on with gratitude.



GROWING UP DUGGAR

While our family was on the road, young girls would often introduce
themselves and ask us for advice. Many of them were trying to figure out
how to navigate relationships with parents, friends, and, of course, boys.
My three older sisters—Jana, Jill, and Jessa—were getting the same
questions, so we decided to write a book. We thought of it as a way to
continue those conversations and start new ones. The result? Growing Up
Duggar. This book was published in March 2014 and became a New York
Times bestseller.

Our book was “all about relationships”!'—with parents, siblings, friends,
boys, and God—but much of its content was influenced by Gothard’s
principles. In that book, I explained how Gothard’s seven basic principles
applied to my life. The idea of the umbrella of authority made it into the
book. So did some of Gothard’s reasons for why girls should dress a certain
way, avoid different kinds of music, and watch out for witchcraft in movies.

We also included a lot of content about how to have a successful life. I
don’t see the same road map for success today that I saw then. I mostly see
a young girl who needed to learn a lot more about God, the Bible, and life
before claiming to have answers. Here are a couple examples of ideas that I
was so confident about when I wrote the book but now find to be unhelpful.
They could even be harmful.

In a section on making wise choices, I was critical of one of the most
wholesome TV shows of all time: The Andy Griffith Show. A couple pages
later, I talked about the history of rock and roll, a topic I had not studied
thoroughly.?

For a girl who was barely out of her teenage years, I had a lot of
confidence. I was sure I knew about a lot of topics. The older I get, the
more I realize how little I actually knew and how hesitant I should have
been to urge readers to avoid certain shows or musical genres.

In the spring of 2014, my sisters and I went on a book tour to promote
Growing Up Duggar. We signed books in places like Chattanooga,
Tennessee; Harrisburg, Pennsylvania; Raleigh, North Carolina; Alexandria,
Virginia; and Birmingham, Alabama. We enjoyed traveling the country



together, and we met a lot of young girls at each stop. Most thanked me for
the show or book. Many told me they’d started wearing long skirts because
we wore them on the show. Others told me they planned to court instead of
date when it was time to consider marriage. They were especially grateful
for our clean, wholesome values.

At the time, nearly all these conversations encouraged me. They made
me feel like I was making a difference. Because of the show—and my
commitment to Gothard’s principles—Ilives were being changed. Young
girls were becoming more modest, pure, and virtuous.

Less than a year later, I realized something important was missing from
most of those conversations. I was neglecting to tell those girls an essential,
life-changing truth. Today, I’d have a much different message for those girls
and a much different response when they told me about the external
changes they had made because of the show and Growing Up Duggar.

I wish I could tell them that I should not have emphasized man-made
rules so much in my first book. I would try to help them understand that the
Christian life is about Christ. It’s not about clothes, dating guidelines, or
music. I’d probably point them to Romans 14:17 to remind them that “the
kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking but of righteousness
and peace and joy in the Holy Spirit.”

Because soon after the book tour, my life was turned upside down and

transformed. The change started when my best friend met the love of her
life.



FRONT-ROW SEAT TO NEW PERSPECTIVES

Though I get along with all my sisters, Jessa has a special place in my heart.
She is my closest sibling in age, only thirteen months older than me. She is
fifth and I am sixth of nineteen Duggar kids. Growing up, Jessa and I were
together all the time. Though all the Duggar girls shared the same room, I
often felt like I was roommates with only Jessa. Our beds were next to each
other for my entire childhood. We did everything together. After finishing
our schoolwork, we played card games, drew, or went shopping. When our
massive family went on trips, Jessa and I always stuck together.

I think we get along well because we complement each other. We aren’t
carbon copies. Jessa has a stronger personality than I do. I often hesitate to
speak my mind and share my opinion. Jessa is the opposite. If she doesn’t
understand something or doesn’t agree with what she’s hearing, she’s not
afraid to ask questions or disagree. When I was a teenager, I couldn’t
imagine speaking my mind with as much boldness as Jessa. She also has an
outgoing spunk. She doesn’t get nervous when she meets new people. I love
Jessa for who she is. I’ve learned so much from her as we’ve navigated life
together.

A few months before Jessa and I went on the book tour for Growing Up
Duggar, seventeen-year-old Ben Seewald walked into our church in
Arkansas. He had seen the show a few times and, he admitted later, thought
Jessa was cute. The church service might not have been his focus that
particular Sunday. Jessa was twenty years old. At the time, that seemed like
a big age gap, but Ben wasn’t intimidated by an older girl. Jessa felt the
same spark of interest as Ben. Their relationship started in the middle of
2013, not long after they met. They were together for eleven months before
Ben asked Jessa to marry him. They tied the knot on November 1, 2014.

As Ben and Jessa’s relationship became more and more serious
throughout 2014, they started taking trips to the Seewalds’ home a few
hours away. Under the courtship rules, they couldn’t make these drives
alone and needed a chaperone. I was the obvious choice.

Thankfully, Jessa and Ben were always kind to me. They didn’t seem to
mind having me along, and I enjoyed being the third wheel, having a front-



row seat to the first year of their relationship. And I was literally in the front
seat of Ben’s small truck. From the moment we started the drive until we
arrived at Ben’s home, the conversations didn’t stop. Occasionally, I would
jump in, but most of the time I was happy to just listen. Jessa and Ben
talked about everything, and I loved how honest they were with each other.
They talked a lot about their faith during those car rides. Theology—the
study of God—was probably the most popular topic. What is God like?
How does He redeem people? What does it look like to obey Him?

A New Perspective on Scripture Verses

Anytime Ben would explain something during his conversations with
Jessa, he would quote an entire passage of the Bible to make his point. He
didn’t pick one verse to support an idea. He let Scripture speak for itself.

I don’t know if I’d ever heard someone treat the Bible that way. Most of
the Bible teaching I heard from Gothard was topical in nature. Though
Gothard wasn’t a pastor, and he lived more than five hundred miles away,
his teaching featured prominently in the home churches I attended each
Sunday morning. In these settings, my family and a few others would
gather to sing and learn. Sometimes a father from one of the families would
share a devotional. Other times we’d watch a video of a Gothard seminar or
another Bible teacher.

Bill Gothard would pick a subject and tell us what he thought the Bible
said about that topic. He would begin a seminar with a problem, then he’d
find a solution to the problem in a verse or two. He’d spend the rest of the
seminar—sometimes sixty to eighty minutes—giving his opinion on what
that verse meant and how it applied to our lives.

Of course, Gothard made it seem like his opinion was synonymous with
the Bible’s teaching. Once he convinced you of Scripture’s command to
obey him, he’d say you needed to take a vow to follow what he’d just said.
Through this process, he would use Scripture only to make whatever point
he wanted to make.

Because I'd spent so much time listening to Gothard, I thought
individual verses in the Bible were best used as evidence during arguments.
I had memorized lots of them as my defense for what I believed. Of course,
single verses can be helpful, but they don’t explain everything the Bible is
saying. The Bible is a book. You don’t take one sentence out of a book and



make it say what you want—or assume that, based on the one sentence, you
know what the entire book is about.

As I chaperoned Jessa’s new relationship, I realized that Ben didn’t do
that. He would talk about entire passages of Scripture, not just a verse or
two. He would carefully reason from the text. He talked about what the
Bible meant—not always what it meant for him or how it could be applied.
His perspective on the Bible was different from mine. I didn’t realize at the
time how much I was learning from Ben. I wouldn’t understand how much I
was benefiting from those car rides until I met Jeremy and we started
having similar conversations. Jeremy also had this amazing Bible
knowledge, and I was eager to talk to him about Scripture. I think my
eagerness was there because of what I heard during those drives with Ben
and Jessa.

Starting with those car rides and going through my relationship with
Jeremy, I would learn that I needed to stop asking myself what the verses I
was reading meant to me and instead try to figure out what God was saying
about Himself. When I did that over the coming years, [ would begin to see
that the Bible is more interested in telling me who God is than giving me
guidance for every small decision I make. God is the main character of the
Bible; I am not. I had never thought about the Bible that way. I honestly
hadn’t considered that it was God’s story. This was the beginning of a
massive perspective change in my life.

A New Perspective on God’s Sovereignty and Glory

I’ll never forget Ben and Jessa’s conversation about the sovereignty of
God—the idea that God oversees everything. He rules over the earth, both
nature and humans. Over the next few days, I looked for places where the
Bible talks about God ruling over creation. They were everywhere. Here are
a few of my favorites:

e “How great are his signs, how mighty his wonders! His kingdom is an
everlasting kingdom, and his dominion endures from generation to
generation” (Daniel 4:3).

e “I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is none like me,
declaring the end from the beginning and from ancient times things not
yet done, saying, ‘My counsel shall stand, and I will accomplish all my



purpose’. . . . I have spoken, and I will bring it to pass; I have
purposed, and I will do it” (Isaiah 46:9-11).

e “Are not two sparrows sold for a penny? And not one of them will fall
to the ground apart from your Father. But even the hairs of your head
are all numbered. Fear not, therefore; you are of more value than many
sparrows” (Matthew 10:29-31).

e “For by him all things were created, in heaven and on earth, visible
and invisible, whether thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—
all things were created through him and for him. And he is before all
things, and in him all things hold together” (Colossians 1:16-17).

e “The lot is cast into the lap, but its every decision is from the LORD”
(Proverbs 16:33).

I had read those verses and the passages around them before, probably
multiple times throughout my life. But until I started to focus on God when
I read my Bible, I didn’t have a category for God’s sovereignty. I hadn’t
truly understood what these verses were saying: I am not in charge of my
life. T don’t get the credit for anything good that happens to me. Suffering
and hardship come from God. My sin and foolish decisions may contribute
to them, but ultimately, suffering comes my way because God sent it.

God graciously opened my eyes to see His sovereignty all over the
Bible. It seemed that every passage I read was saying the same thing: God
is in charge. In my journey away from the teaching of my youth, this was
the first step: a realization that the Bible places God at the center. God is the
ruler of the universe.

As I read, I also started to pick up on new elements of God’s glory. He
didn’t create the world because He was lonely. He created it to increase the
fame of His name.

God’s glory was the focus of entire chapters in the Bible. This was
another big change in my thinking. I’d always thought my job was to be a
light to the nations. I wanted others to look to me and want the successful
life I had. Now I saw that my job was to point others to God. His glory was
more important than anything.



ANOTHER WAY TO DO THINGS

As Ben and Jessa’s sidekick, I would visit the Seewalds for two or three
days at a time, mostly over weekends. From the first time I met them, Ben’s
parents made me feel like I was already part of their family. His mother,
Guinn, is one of the kindest, sweetest women I have ever met. She loved
hosting Jessa and me, and she always made us feel right at home.

The Seewalds made an impression on me, specifically because they
didn’t dress the same way I did. The women wore pants. They listened to
music I didn’t. Ben and his siblings were homeschooled like we were, but
they were part of homeschool co-ops. The girls worked outside the home.
So much of their lifestyle and decisions didn’t line up with how I thought
Christians ought to live.

A lot about the Seewalds’ church was different as well. Their pastor
simply walked the congregation through the Bible. He explained what a
passage meant when it was originally written thousands of years ago. He
didn’t preach sermons about topics. He let Scripture speak for itself.

I left each service wanting to hear more. There was an exciting sense of
freedom and satisfaction that came from simply knowing more about the
Bible. I started to see changes in how I thought about God. I started to see
how He was working in the world and how big and powerful He was
compared to how small and weak I was. I wasn’t yet ready to question
everything I believed—not even close. But I was ready to consider the
possibility that someone who didn’t know anything about IBLP or Bill
Gothard could be truly following Jesus and living a meaningful, joyful,
God-honoring life.

My conversations with the Seewalds were the first step on my journey
of disentangling wrong beliefs. The next step began when I met a man who
bravely upheld the Bible to show me why my beliefs were not biblical. Not
long after Ben and Jessa got married, this man became a part of my journey
—and a permanent part of my life.



CHAPTER 6

Life-Changing Conversations

I don’t remember exactly how many guys asked my dad if they

could court me. I know it was at least twenty. It could have been as many as
twenty-six. I’ll never forget the week that five young men approached my
dad, asking to start a relationship with me. I don’t share that number to
brag. It doesn’t say much about my personality, character, or looks because
most of these guys didn’t know me. Some had seen me at a conference my
family attended. I hadn’t shared more than a passing hello with any of them.
I’'m guessing a few confused me with one of my sisters. Several had seen
the show and decided they wanted to court a Duggar girl. A similar number
of guys were interested in each of my sisters.

Thankfully, my dad always asked me and my sisters what we thought. If
we didn’t want to court a guy, our dad would go back and let him know
there was no interest. I’m not going to lie; it was kind of nice to tell my dad,
“Thanks, but no thanks,” and not have to tell the suitors themselves.

Jeremy was the last guy to ask my father if he could court me. He was
unlike the previous guys in nearly every way. He didn’t pursue me because
I was a Duggar. He wasn’t a fan of the show, and he knew next to nothing
about the tight-knit, conservative Christian circles in which I’d grown up.
Jeremy and I met at IBLP in Big Sandy, Texas, but he was not there to
attend or to meet me. He came to spend time with Ben and Jessa.

When Jeremy showed up at that conference in 2015, he was a former
professional athlete who had attended not one but two universities. After



college, Jeremy played professional soccer in Finland, New York, and
Texas. He had traveled around the world and lived in many places, giving
him a background that was vastly different from mine. None of my family
was that serious about sports. And none of us considered going to a
university—especially not liberal, secular schools like Hartwick College or
Syracuse University. On top of all that, Jeremy was from Pennsylvania, not
far from Philadelphia, which felt like a completely different world from
Arkansas!

Along with Jeremy’s different background and interests, his theology
and convictions were different from mine. While I was a follower of Bill
Gothard’s principles, Jeremy was raised by a Reformed Baptist pastor.
Some of his views on the Bible, God’s character, and the Christian life
didn’t line up with what I had been taught. Those differences initially made
my parents hesitant to approve our relationship. Thankfully, Jeremy has a
lot of perseverance. He was determined to win over my parents, which he
did after five months of almost weekly conversations with my dad.

During those five months, Jeremy watched Bill Gothard’s seminars so
he could better understand what I believed. He didn’t know much about
Gothard, but Jeremy was a student of the Bible, and he was confident he’d
benefit from all that instruction. And if watching the seminars helped him
win over my dad, all the better. Jeremy watched more than sixty hours of
IBLP content. He started with the Advanced Seminar, which goes deeper
into the seven basic principles. Then he went back and listened to the Basic
Seminar, which introduces the principles. He also listened to more than
twenty hours of the Financial Freedom Seminar. He took pages and pages
of notes as he listened.

By the time my parents gave me and Jeremy permission to court, he had
a lot to say about Gothard’s teaching. I was eager to talk with Jeremy about
his beliefs relating to God, His Word, and salvation. Those sweet
conversations with Ben, Jessa, and the Seewalds had helped me understand
that a faithful, God-honoring Christian life didn’t have to look exactly like
mine. The Seewalds clearly loved the Lord, and I felt the same way about
Jeremy. Though his theology was different from mine, his character was
obvious. He loved the Lord and was eager to obey Him. I trusted Jeremy,
and for the first time, I was ready to hear a different perspective on the
Bible.



A FRESH LOOK AT FAMILIAR TEACHING

During our courtship, Jeremy was a pastor in Laredo, Texas, and I was
living at home in Arkansas. We talked on the phone all the time. Though
having a long-distance relationship was hard, I’'m grateful for all those
hours of conversation. When you have nothing else to do but talk, you learn
a lot about the other person, going in-depth on topics you might otherwise
gloss over. That was certainly the case for Jeremy and me.

I was a bit intimidated by Jeremy when we started dating. The first time
we really spent time together was on a mission trip in Honduras and El
Salvador. Ben and Jessa had pulled some strings to get Jeremy on that trip
so he and I could spend some time together and we could see if there was
any spark between us. Though Jeremy didn’t know a lot of people on the
trip other than me, he not only took an interest in all the team members, he
also provided a lot of biblical encouragement and insight to everyone on the
team. His natural leadership impressed me.

The mission team would gather in the evenings for Bible study, and the
leader would facilitate a discussion, encouraging the group to ask one
another questions. Someone would ask for wisdom with a difficult family
situation. Another would ask for help with a passage of the Bible they
didn’t understand. The topics were wide-ranging. Anyone from the group
could offer answers. Whenever Jeremy spoke, I was always impressed by
how biblical, wise, and loving his answers were.

By the time Jeremy and I started having those phone conversations six
months later, my respect for him had only grown since that trip to Central
America.

In one of our first conversations, Jeremy told me he had been listening
to Gothard’s seminars and asked me what I thought of his teaching. I don’t
remember what I said. But I do remember being eager to hear Jeremy’s
opinion on Gothard. So I turned the question back on him. I’ll never forget
his response. Jeremy said that Gothard had some good things to say—some
helpful insight into life—but Gothard approached the Bible from a
philosophical point of view. He was not a Bible teacher. Not a Bible



teacher? 1 thought. That was absurd. Bill Gothard was the premier Bible
teacher in the world. Why would Jeremy say he didn’t teach the Bible?

A year or two earlier, when I was helping write Growing Up Duggar
and then going on a tour to promote the book, I probably would have ended
the conversation as soon as Jeremy said Gothard wasn’t a Bible teacher. At
that time, I wouldn’t have been ready to hear someone say something like
that. But so much about me had changed during the past twelve months.
The Word of God truly had become sweeter to me and also far more
powerful and compelling. I was beginning to see the glory and greatness of
God for the first time. My understanding of God’s character was slowly
evolving.

I was now open to different views on Christianity from the one I'd
always known. So when Jeremy said he didn’t think Gothard was a Bible
teacher, I was willing to hear more.

During the next several months, Jeremy and I listened to Gothard’s
seminars together on video calls. We’d often pause the video and talk about
what we’d just heard. The first thing I started to see was that Gothard did
not teach the Bible correctly. I began to understand how his teaching was
feeding my fears and guilt, not showing me the grace of Jesus.

Superstition

One of the first times Jeremy and I paused a Gothard lecture to discuss
what we were hearing was after Gothard told a story about a woman who
lived many years ago. Tragically, she became a widow and childless when
her husband and three sons went off to sea and never returned. A pastor
stopped to comfort her, but while he was there, he didn’t provide comfort.
Instead, he accused her of being the reason her family had died. He pointed
to a painting hanging on her wall of a sailing boat and said, “The problem is
the picture over the mantel.” He said, “If you didn’t want your boys to go
out to sea, you should’ve gotten rid of the picture for the sake of your
children.”!

Gothard used this story to argue that you have to be careful about
everything, including the art you put up in your home. You may, without
realizing it, cause your family to do something destructive because they
were inspired by a painting you chose to hang in your home.



When I heard this story while listening with Jeremy, I was horrified. I
couldn’t believe that in front of thousands of people, Gothard said this
pastor was right to blame the death of those three sons on their mother’s
choice of art. The pastor was not kind and compassionate. He didn’t care
for this woman and try to comfort her in the midst of unimaginable grief.
Instead, he placed an unimaginable burden on this heartbroken woman! She
had not only lost her children but was now being told their deaths were her
fault. Something she’d thought was innocent—a painting she hung on the
wall—was actually murderous. And then Gothard used this pastor’s callous
response as an example of the right thing to say to the woman. He
commended him for his response and used his words as a warning for the
audience.

As Jeremy and I talked about this story, I realized I had been captive to
superstition most of my life. It was a major source of my fear. For a long
time, I believed that at any moment, God could be displeased with me for
some hidden reason. For instance, I was worried that I might hear music
that would make God angry. Once I was in the car with some friends who
started listening to music that, at the time, I was sure didn’t honor God. I
was genuinely scared that I was going to get in trouble with God for even
hearing it.

I also fretted about my clothes. I remember one time feeling a lot of
guilt because I had worn a skirt that I considered immodest. When 1 sat
down, the skirt did not fully cover my knee. Here’s what I wrote in my
journal that night:

The Lord has been convicting me about modesty. A few times I had on a borderline
knee-length skirt that would come above the knee when sitting. God brought conviction to
my heart in this area. These “small things” are often some of our greatest battles.
Especially challenging when others around me, Christians included, aren’t doing what I've
been convicted of. Not to have a heart of pride thinking I’'m better in any way but just
walking with a meek, humble attitude toward God and those around me.

A few days after this journal entry, I went shopping for longer skirts. I
scoured thrift stores looking for skirts that would drop well below my knee.
I wanted to be as modest as I could possibly be.

That was a terrible way to live, and it’s not what God intended. He
doesn’t punish us for random nonsinful decisions we make. He is far kinder.
He tells us exactly what sinful behavior looks like. Here’s a straightforward



command from God’s Word: “Do not lie to one another, seeing that you
have put off the old self with its practices” (Colossians 3:9).

If God doesn’t tell us in the Bible that something is sinful, then He gives
us freedom to decide whether or not we want to do it. For example, since
the Bible doesn’t say anything about boat paintings, I’m free to put up such
a painting in my house. God isn’t going to punish me for that decision.

Salvation by Works

Another place in the seminars where Jeremy and I stopped the audio to
discuss was after Gothard described a conversation he had with a young girl
who had grown up in church but stopped believing in God. Here’s what
Gothard said to that girl when she told him she wanted to return to God:

“It would be unfair for me to ask you to become a Christian knowing that Jesus Christ
would come into this kind of a mess in your life. Unless I had a way for you to get from
wherever you are on this scale [of perversion] back down to freedom by very clear steps
back down to genuine love, genuine freedom.”

She looked at me, and she said, “Do you have a way?”

I said, “I sure do!” That’s what the gospel is all about. That’s what the apostle Paul was
talking about in Romans chapter 7 and verse 8. Paul said, “Before I saw the holy law of
God, I thought T was living a normal life. But then when the law came it slew me, it
revealed in me all manner of concupiscence. It promoted in me that” [speaker’s paraphrase]
because he saw where he should be and where he couldn’t get, and so it just made him all
the more awkward about the concupiscence—sin. “The law revealed all manner of
consequences in my life.” And yet the apostle Paul says to us in Romans 6 [vv. 13-14,
speaker’s paraphrase], “If you obey from the heart the form of doctrine that I’'m gonna give
you, then sin shall not have dominion over you. And that we would be able to be perfectly
»2

free [if we obey].

After describing this girl’s sin and mistakes in detail, Gothard convinced
her to ask, “Do you have a way?” In other words, she was asking, “How
can I escape my destructive life, be saved from my sin, and become a
Christian?” That is the most important question anybody can ask. Because
it’s the defining issue of Christianity, few mistakes are more damaging than
telling others the wrong answer, misleading them, or lying about how God
saves. Sadly, that’s what Gothard did. He said that before this woman could
follow Jesus, she had to first clean up her life because Jesus couldn’t “come
into this kind of a mess in your life.” In other words, this woman needed to
start behaving better. She needed to obey and do good works for a while
before God could save her.



Jeremy and I talked about how this is not the gospel of Jesus Christ. It’s
the opposite. The Bible is clear that good works can’t save anyone. The
book of Isaiah says that our good works—righteous living—are nothing
more than filthy rags (64:6). Romans 3:10-11 says, “None is righteous, no,
not one; no one understands; no one seeks for God.” If we had to clean up
our act and obey for a while before God would save us, then we would
never be able to obey enough to earn God’s salvation.

Instead of earning God’s grace by cleaning up our act, the gospel says
we simply must believe. Believe what? That Christ saves all who call on
His name. Acts 16:31 says, “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be
saved.” No one earns salvation by cleaning up their life, as Gothard told
that young girl. We come to Christ with all our mess, and Jesus does the
cleaning. He transforms sinners who hate God into saints who love Him and
are motivated by that love to obey Him.

Since the gospel of grace is the most important message in the world,
parents’ most critical job is to explain the gospel to their children. I'm
thankful my parents did that. If I or my siblings asked them how to be
saved, they would say that our good behavior couldn’t save us. Only Jesus
and His finished work on the cross could do that. Even before I became a
Christian at the age of fourteen, I remember hearing Mom and Dad talk
about the grace of God. One of the great blessings of my childhood is that
my parents pointed me to Jesus’ grace when they talked about becoming a
Christian. I’'m sure that if I had asked Gothard how to get to heaven, he
would have talked about the grace of God. He probably would have said
that salvation wasn’t something I could earn. But he was often adding
works to grace, as he did with that woman. I’'m thankful that even though
my parents were influenced by Gothard, they didn’t tell me what he told
that woman. They didn’t tell me I needed to clean up my life before
becoming a Christian.

The stories of the painting and the woman who Gothard told to clean up
her life are two examples of moments in Gothard’s seminars that Jeremy
and I discussed, but there were dozens more. We spent hours combing
through this teaching that had consumed my youth.

Communion



As I previously shared, I used to be convinced that I might die if I took
Communion while not knowing about a sin. Most Sundays, I wouldn’t take
Communion because I was afraid. I would think, What if I have a sin I can't
remember? What if I remember that sin later? Or God knows about it and I
never figure it out? If that’s the case, I'll be judged for taking Communion.
The littlest conflicts would lead me to skip the Lord’s Supper. For example,
if I needed to apologize to my sister for my attitude, I wouldn’t take
Communion. This was pure superstition.

As Jeremy and I listened to Gothard’s recorded sermons, I understood
for the first time why I struggled with this overwhelming fear of
Communion. During a discussion about the Lord’s Supper, Gothard
explained that if we had a secret sin we had yet to express, it would bring
physical destruction. It was very important that we thoroughly examine

ourselves.3
Of course, Scripture warns believers not to take Communion if they
aren’t ready for it. First Corinthians 11:27-30 says,

Whoever, therefore, eats the bread or drinks the cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner
will be guilty concerning the body and blood of the Lord. Let a person examine himself,
then, and so eat of the bread and drink of the cup. For anyone who eats and drinks without
discerning the body eats and drinks judgment on himself. That is why many of you are
weak and ill, and some have died.

That passage used to terrify me because I didn’t understand that it is not
telling believers to stop remembering their Savior through this joyful act;
it’s telling Christians to stop using Communion as an excuse to party, get
drunk, and divide the church. The apostle Paul warned believers to stop
abusing Communion, but he would never tell a sinner to stay away from
something designed to remind them of their salvation.

I used to think of Communion as an act of accountability. I thought God
gave it to Christians like me to make sure we weren’t sinning too much. But
in 1 Corinthians 11:26, just one verse before the warning about those who
eat and drink in an unworthy way, the Bible says, “For as often as you eat
this bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death until he comes.”
Taking Communion is a reminder to believers and all the world that Christ
died, rose again, and is coming back to earth.

Gothard’s wrong view of Communion is another example of how his
teaching twisted the Bible and made me believe God is harsh toward His
children—a common takeaway from his teaching. I started to think that



God was always out to get me, whether that was in Communion or in other
areas of life, including activities as ordinary as eating.

After Gothard urged his audience to examine themselves, lest they die,
he said this:

The tragedy is we live in a fallen world, and many times we do things in our life that we’re

not even aware that we’re getting judged because we’re not searching out the Scriptures.4

This was a terrifying idea for me when I was younger. The idea that
God was judging me for mistakes I didn’t even know I was making kept me
on edge a lot, wondering if I was accidentally disappointing God. Right
after Gothard said this, he applied it to food. He said that a lot of people eat
food that God doesn’t approve of, and they don’t know it. The example he
used is bread: I’'m supposed to eat just the right amount of fiber in my
bread. If I don’t, God is going to judge me for it. Ideas like that filled me
with uncertainty.

I now see Gothard’s teaching on Communion and food as examples of
his superstitious Christianity. Believers who followed Gothard’s teaching
not only needed to wonder if the paintings they hung would cause them
harm but also needed to be paranoid that there was some secret spiritual
harm lurking in the food they ate. I used to worry that all kinds of food
could be spiritually harmful to me. I was hesitant to eat foods like pork,
shrimp, clams, oysters, crabs, and lobster. Anything Leviticus deemed
unclean. In one of his seminars, Gothard pointed to Luke 8:33, where Jesus
cast demons out of a man and they went into a herd of pigs, to make a point
that pigs have an unclean spirit and are not supposed to be consumed by
men.> Consequently, when I was a kid, I thought I would be disobeying
God if I ate pork.

I didn’t realize at the time how much of a burden it was to worry about
the bread I ate and the pork I avoided. Gothard was making food more
important than it’s supposed to be. He was making eating a burden because
I had to figure out what food was spiritually pleasing to God and what food
was not.

Now I know that God has given us all food to enjoy. As 1 Timothy 6:17
says, God “richly provides us with everything to enjoy.” Food is there to
sustain us. It’s also a gift.



The Danger of Making Yourself “Essential”

What is the overarching theme of these examples that Jeremy and I
heard? It felt like Gothard was cultivating dependence on himself. He
seemed to be manipulating his audience by saying, essentially, that God’s
Word is not clear. That there are hidden dangers in the world, dangers most
people don’t know about, that can cause spiritual harm. These dangers
could come in paintings, Communion, food, and even confessions. As
Gothard set up all this superstitious Christianity, he presented himself as the
only one who could identify those hidden dangers and steer his helpless
audience in the right direction. He talked again and again about having the
“keys to success” in the Christian life. He claimed his principles would
unlock the full potential of Christianity.®

Now I see that this kind of teaching made Gothard essential to his
listeners. If there are secret principles that lead to God’s favor, and if
Gothard alone understands those principles, then he is an essential teacher. I
believed that growing up. I was sure other Christians didn’t have success in
life because they didn’t know Gothard’s basic life principles.

During my experience of disentangling truth from error, I have learned
to be skeptical of any leader or teacher who claims to be essential. If a
teacher says the Christian life can only be lived successfully with some
secret bit of knowledge they have discovered, then that teacher should be
avoided at all costs.

Thankfully, God, in His kindness, does not keep us in the dark. His
Word is clear. The key to the Christian life is not listening to hours of
lectures from Bill Gothard. It’s knowing Jesus Christ. And Christ is not
hidden. There’s no secret way to access Him. He is clearly presented in the
Bible, not just the four Gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—but in
the entire Bible. Jesus is prophesied about and foretold throughout the Old
Testament. And He is explained and exalted in all twenty-seven books of
the New Testament. Jesus is the key to the Christian life. And the way to
unlock His riches is to know Him through His Word.

As my relationship with Jeremy grew and I started to think more clearly
about Christianity, I realized that I did not know some of the Bible’s most
important truths. I was about to begin an extraordinary education.



CHAPTER 7

A Season of Learning

Once J eremy and 1 had my parents’ permission to court, we were

excited to be together and talk seriously about marriage. Though we only
courted for three months and were engaged for three months, our first half
year together was full of many highlights.

I’ll never forget my first visit to Laredo in June 2016, a few weeks after
we began courting. I went with my parents, and Jeremy’s mom and dad
came from Pennsylvania for the weekend. It was my first time meeting
them, and they were as kind and thoughtful as Jeremy described. My
parents also enjoyed the time with Chuck and Diana. The conversations
were easy and enjoyable. I loved seeing Jeremy’s church for the first time
and meeting so many members. We got to eat a lot of great food. Laredo is
on the US-Mexico border, so there’s all kinds of great Tex-Mex there. We
explored downtown, visited Jeremy’s apartment, and experienced the
extraordinary heat, which slaps you in the face the moment you step out of
the airport. By the end of the trip, I was even more convinced that Jeremy
was the man I was going to marry.

Not long before Jeremy asked me to marry him, he showed up in the
most surprising way. I was at a Mexican restaurant in Fayetteville with
Jessa, Ben, and their son, Spurgeon. I ordered tacos, and instead of a waiter
bringing them to me, Jeremy delivered the meal (then, of course, he joined
us). I’ll never forget the shock. I did a double take, and, for a moment,



nothing came out of my mouth. What followed was a sweet visit and at
least a few days where we could talk in person rather than over the phone.

As much as my relationship with Jeremy was changing my life
throughout the summer of 2016, I don’t think it was that year’s most
significant change. Instead, as Jeremy and I approached marriage and talked
about the Bible for hours and hours, I learned a lot about Scripture. Even
though I’d loved and appreciated it for years, I hadn’t dug as deeply into its
truth as Jeremy and I did during this time. And the best way to explain what
happened during those calls, how my understanding of what the Bible is
changed, is to talk about the end of a Gothard seminar and the vows he
asked his audience to make.



THE GOTHARD VOW

The last few minutes of a Bill Gothard seminar were almost always serious,
sobering moments. No laughs. No jokes. No music. Gothard’s trademark
smile would vanish. His eyes would narrow. He’d return once again to
something he referenced throughout each seminar: vows.

If Gothard referenced the dangers of alcohol during his seminar, he
wouldn’t wrap things up until he asked the audience to vow never to drink
alcohol or even be in the presence of someone who did. If he talked about
the dangers of rock and roll, he’d tell his audience they needed to vow
before God never to listen to such music again. There was even a script for
this personal commitment.

And if Gothard’s seminar stressed the importance of modesty, he’d urge
everyone in the crowd, especially females, to commit never to wear
anything immodest. Sometimes this came in the form of a specific vow
never to wear pants, shorts, or miniskirts. And never to wear sleeveless or
low-cut shirts.

By far the most common vow Gothard asked his audience to make
involved Bible reading and prayer. He didn’t ask for a big sacrifice: five
minutes of Bible reading and five minutes of prayer every day. He made it
sound so easy. He implied this was the least Christians should do to show
God they were committed to Him. Gothard would ask for a show of hands
—a public commitment to the vow. Hands would go up all over the room.
Then more hands. Eventually, so many raised hands blanketed the room that
seemingly everyone in attendance—thousands of people—were making the
same VOWw.

Whether someone raised a hand because of peer pressure or because of
a genuine desire to read Scripture and pray more often, they were now
committed to something Gothard said was deadly serious. He would point
to texts like Deuteronomy 23:21: “If you make a vow to the LORD your
God, you shall not delay fulfilling it, for the LorRD your God will surely
require it of you, and you will be guilty of sin.” What were the
consequences of that sin? Gothard had a few ideas. He said God would



cause suffering, sickness, or even death if someone didn’t keep a vow to the
Lord.

I’ll never forget the conference where I personally made this vow about
Bible reading and prayer. The pressure to do so was overwhelming.
Everyone around me was making the same commitment. Plus, there are
1,440 minutes in a day. The vow was only requiring me to dedicate ten of
them to the Lord. How hard could it be?

In the coming months and years, that simple vow would haunt me. If I
didn’t read my Bible or pray in the morning, I'd feel so much guilt.
Sometimes at night, I’d realize I hadn’t fulfilled my vow. Lots of nights, I"d
see one of my siblings reading the Bible in our room and freak out,
scrambling to read a chapter or two before I went to bed. The difficult thing
about that vow wasn’t the length of time required; it was the relentless
nature of the guilt. The vow weighed on me. Even if I did read my Bible
and pray first thing in the morning, I’d only have to wait a few more hours
for that same pressure and guilt to creep back in.

Of course, reading the Bible is a good idea. Psalm 119:11 says, “I have
stored up your word in my heart, that I might not sin against you.” There
are too many benefits of reading God’s Word to count. So the problem
wasn’t with the object of my vow: Scripture and prayer. The vow itself was
the problem. It was creating unnecessary guilt. God tells me to dwell on His
Word, to “hide it in my heart,” and to know it and know the One who wrote
it. But nowhere does He command me to read the Bible every day. Laying
that burden on myself was unnecessary.

A vow like that—especially one that calls for only five minutes each of
those two crucial spiritual disciplines—is built on a serious
misunderstanding of what the Bible is.



THE BIBLE

If someone asked you to describe the Bible, what would you say about it?
Maybe you’d describe its contents: a collection of sixty-six books divided
into two sections, the Old and New Testaments. Those books were written
by different authors over many centuries. Some wrote in Greek. Others in
Hebrew. A few wrote in Aramaic. There are works of history, prophecy, and
poetry. Many of those sixty-six books, especially in the New Testament, are
letters.

All of that is the kind of definition you’ll find in Encyclopaedia
Britannica or on Wikipedia. And that description is accurate, but it leaves
out the most important thing about the Bible: it was written by God.
Christians believe the Bible is inspired, or God-breathed. God inspired
every word written by the men who authored each of the sixty-six books.
Second Timothy 3:16 says, “All Scripture is breathed out by God and
profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in
righteousness.” Because the Bible is inspired by God, it has no errors.

Growing up, I was taught that the Bible is inerrant and infallible (though
those words weren’t often used). Inerrant means it doesn’t have any
mistakes. Every word of it is true. Infallible means there isn’t even a
possibility that it could have a mistake.

Here are a few descriptions of the Bible that I believed:

The Bible is a road map for life.

The Bible is heavenly words for earthly living.

The Bible is a divine rule book.

The Bible is like the owner’s manual for a car.

The Bible is basic instructions before leaving earth.

When I read the Bible, I believed I was reading the perfect words of
God. But here’s what I want to address: Why did God give us the Bible?
That’s the question I was confused about. I suspect that question confuses a
lot of people, including Christians.



I assumed God gave us the Bible to show us how to live. He had a
bunch of commands for His creatures. In the Bible, He laid out those
commands so people like me could know with perfect clarity what
decisions were good—would please God and bring success—and what
actions were evil—would dishonor God and bring failure.



WHAT THE BIBLE IS NOT

I now see that my understanding of the Bible changed in two phases. It
started to change during those car rides with Ben and Jessa. Those
conversations began to cultivate a perspective that would become more
established as my relationship with Jeremy grew. During that time, it
became clear to me that rules are not the only reason the Bible exists. Those
who read the Bible only to figure out how to live—only to learn what rules
to obey, what actions to take each day, and what bad attitudes and decisions
to avoid—are missing the main reason the Bible was written.

I can remember lots of mornings reading the Bible and thinking, How
does what I’'m reading apply to my day? I’d think through my schedule. I
will be filming today, so how can the Bible help me say the right words or
have the right attitude? I’m going on a trip with my siblings, so what does
the text I’m reading have to say about my relationship with them? I’m about
to pick my outfit for the day. The Bible can help me make sure I pick a
modest outfit. Of course, the Bible does help me in all those areas. But if
that was the only reason I read the Bible, then I was missing a lot.

Seeing the Bible As a Divine Rule Book

When Bill Gothard talked about the Bible, he talked about it as a divine
rule book. His seminars hardly say anything about God’s character, the way
of salvation, the nature of the church, or dozens of other issues the Bible
emphasizes. Instead, he taught me that the Bible is about me. It’s there for
my purposes. God gave it to me to show me how to be successful and
happy. Believing that, I inserted myself into the story whenever I read the
Bible. I assumed that every story in it had direct and specific application to
my life.

The famous and dramatic story of David and Goliath, as described in 1
Samuel 17, is a great example. When every soldier in the army of Israel
refused to fight the giant Goliath, David, a young shepherd, volunteered to
fight him with only a sling and five smooth stones. The battle was over
almost before it started when David slung the first stone at Goliath and hit



him in the forehead, knocking the giant to the ground. David then killed
Goliath with the giant’s own sword. When I read that story, I asked only
one question: How does this apply to my life? I assumed the answer was in
the details. I’d read that David didn’t wear armor when he fought Goliath
and think, What does that mean for me? 1’d read about the five smooth
stones and think long and hard about the significance of that number. Why
weren'’t there six stones? What does that mean, and why is that number
significant for me? I’d see that the enemy was a giant and think, Are there
any giants in my life that I need to defeat?

Here’s another example, this one from a note I wrote next to Proverbs
23:1-3 in my Bible. That text says:

When you sit down to eat with a ruler,
observe carefully what is before you,
and put a knife to your throat

if you are given to appetite.

Do not desire his delicacies,

for they are deceptive food.

Every time I read that passage now, I shake my head at my application
from years ago. I wrote “fasting” next to those verses. I decided God was
using those verses to tell me I needed to fast.

But that’s not what this passage is about. Instead, it’s warning people
not to be enticed by a rich ruler who will use his wealth to get them to do
what he wants. That has nothing to do with fasting, but I thought I had to
find a personal application for that text, so I came up with fasting. At the
time, I genuinely thought this idea came from God. If I read the verse and
thought of fasting, that must be God’s intended meaning of that text for me.
In other words, I believed that God had a specific, individualized
interpretation for me.

Looking for Rhemas

Bill Gothard called these personal interpretations of Scripture rhemas—
communication from God to one person and no one else. The IBLP website
defines a rhema as “a verse or portion of Scripture that the Holy Spirit
brings to our attention with application to a current situation or need for

direction.”’ Gothard claimed that rhemas had guided the IBLP ministry



since it began. God had given him a new standard for the Christian life, and
he had to start the seminars to make sure the world knew what he had

discovered.?

When I'd visit the IBLP headquarters in Illinois, I’d frequently hear Bill
Gothard talk to staff and guests about a rhema he’d received from the Lord.
He would say God had used some portion of the Bible to tell him that a
particular food was unhealthy or that a medicine would work wonders. (He
regularly talked about food, medicine, and topics related to science.) He
would say God had revealed a new principle through a rhema, and now he
understood a key to the Christian life that was going to transform how we
all lived.

I assumed the same thing was supposed to happen to me when I read the
Bible. I was hoping to discover a hidden meaning that would be revealed
not through words but through thoughts I would have as I was reading those
words.

Gothard’s rhemas weren’t limited to the Bible. He also saw God
communicating His will through personal experiences. Gothard would tell a
lot of stories. He’d tell his audience about conversations he’d had, people
he’d met, and accounts he’d read. Typically, these stories were about
conflicts in relationships, alcohol abuse, financial ruin, or sexual
immorality. In them he’d find analogies from everyday life. He’d say that
because the person he was describing had conflict, alcoholism, debt, or a
child out of wedlock, God was saying not to live like they lived in other
areas.

Here is a story I was told more than once when I was growing up based
on Gothard and other teachings. It shaped me in a profound way. It was
about a young girl who stopped following Gothard’s modesty standards.
Soon, she started wearing pants and shorts. Gradually, her skirts got shorter,
and her pants became tighter. As she dressed with less and less modesty, she
became more and more interested in relationships with boys. At first, they
were other Christians. But before long, she was dating non-Christians.
Eventually, she became involved in a serious relationship with a guy who
wasn’t interested in God. He got her pregnant out of wedlock and left her to
care for the child on her own. This kind of story was used like a weapon to
warn girls against the dangers of dressing immodestly. They had lost their
purity, marriage, money, and health after wearing pants—and that proved
clothes could cause all kinds of heartache if not chosen carefully.



Proof-Texting

When I was younger, I didn’t realize that when Gothard told stories, he
was finding truth in analogies, not in the Word of God. Only after he’d tell a
story like this and describe the principle the story proved would he finally
go to the Bible and find evidence for what he’d just argued.

This is called proof-texting. It’s coming up with an idea you want to
promote and using a smattering of verses to support your claim. People do
this all the time, but when Gothard did this, I thought he was teaching the
Bible because he would reference lots of verses. What he was actually
doing was teaching his own ideas and then pointing to verses taken out of
context as proof that he was right.

When I was talking with Ben and Jessa a year before Jeremy came into
my life, we didn’t discuss Bill Gothard and how much he had influenced
my view of the Bible. When I eventually had those conversations about
Gothard with Jeremy, I began to realize just how unhelpful—even
dangerous—all of his proof-texting was. Ben and Jessa had helped point me
to the truth, and Jeremy helped me understand when I was hearing
something that sounded like truth but was actually off the mark. On a
sidenote, I can see now how God has used people close to me to point me to
His Word and His character. Those relationships are a kindness from God
that I know He gives to His people. He certainly was kind to me in this way
during this pivotal time in my life when so much was changing.

Correlating

Of course, Gothard talked a lot about parenting during his seminars, so
as Jeremy and I listened, we stopped and discussed having children. At one
point, he asked me, “Jinger, how many children do you want to have?” Up
until that point in my life, if someone had asked me that question, I would
have said “as many as the Lord allows.” But I was talking to the man I
wanted to spend the rest of my life with, so I couldn’t give him a vague,
cliché answer.

I had to be honest. And I truthfully didn’t know how many children I
wanted to have. In fact, I was trying to figure out what the Bible actually
said about how many children I was supposed to have. So that’s what I told
Jeremy. I appreciated his response. He didn’t give me his opinion. He said



he was thankful for my answer and we could figure that out later. So that’s
what we did. Then we turned the Gothard seminar back on and heard him
say this shocking thing to the adopted men and women in the crowd:

If you’ve been adopted, that means that God has an extra special purpose on your life. I can
demonstrate that because look at the many great men and women who were not reared by
their birth parents. Here was Moses taken from his parents; here was Samuel turned over
by his parents; here was Daniel taken away from his parents; here was Esther, she didn’t
have any parents; here was Timothy, lost his father. God says to you, “If you’ve lost your
father or parents, I will be a father to the fatherless.” God in special ways becomes your
protection. But also, he brings you discipline because he’s got this extra special purpose for

your life.>

The Bible doesn’t actually say Timothy lost his father (it simply implies
that his dad didn’t follow Jesus), but that isn’t the biggest problem with
Gothard’s argument that God has a special plan for the adopted. The Bible
never connects the significance of the figures Gothard mentioned with the
fact they were not raised by their birth parents. Just because some of the
Bible’s characters were adopted does not mean God has a unique plan that
applies only to adopted people. God’s plan for adopted people is the same
as His plan for everyone: to have faith in Jesus Christ and follow Him. To
claim an “extra special purpose for your life” if you were adopted—or extra
discipline from God for that same reason—is to deviate from Scripture.

This story is an example of a frequent mistake Gothard made: he built
arguments around correlation. In other words, he would find connections in
the Bible and tell his audience those connections proved some rule. This is
dangerous because, similar to proof-texting, it allows the teacher to find
whatever meaning he wants in the Bible. All he has to do is make a few
loose connections from Scripture, and he can use those connections to say
anything he wants.



MY DISTORTED VIEW OF BIBLE STUDY

When I was younger, I’d open the pages of the Bible every day for at least
five minutes, and two tragedies would happen. First, I’d heap burdens of
behavior on myself. Looking only for direction for my life, I would come
up with new guidelines or rules that I needed to follow. If I couldn’t follow
them as perfectly as I thought I was supposed to, I’d declare myself a
failure. I would resolve to try harder. The next day, I’d repeat the process
again. This was exhausting. It was the opposite of what Jesus said in
Matthew 11:28-30: “Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I
will give you rest. Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am
gentle and humble in heart, and YOU WILL FIND REST FOR YOUR SOULS. For
My yoke is easy and My burden is light” (NAsB1995).

When I thought about my spiritual life, I didn’t think about rest. Instead,
I thought about all the things I needed to do and all the ways I had failed.
The Christian life was a treadmill, and I was constantly picking up the pace,
pushing myself harder and harder. But like a treadmill, there was no
destination, no arrival point that signaled the end of all that pushing. There
was just . . . effort. I’d fall off the treadmill from time to time, but I'd
eventually get back on it. Such a self-focused, effort-driven spiritual life
wasn’t sustainable. I’'m certain that if I didn’t have the Holy Spirit—if I was
not a child of God who was being protected by my heavenly Father—then I
would have gotten off the treadmill and never gotten back on. I would have
done what so many others have done when the hardships of life and the
exhaustion of man-made religion become too much: abandon Christianity
altogether.

The second tragedy fueled the first. Because I was placing myself at the
center of the biblical story, I did not understand the actual story of the
Bible. I could not answer basic questions about Scripture like, “What are
the Bible’s key themes? Why did God create the world, including men and
women like me? And what story is the Bible telling?”

Bill Gothard and others like him were too busy instructing me how I
was supposed to live. He didn’t take the time to explain the most important
realities of the Bible.



TRUE FREEDOM

It’s easy to think that big events in life, like a graduation, relationship
change, or near-death experience, will shape you and set the direction for
your life. But big events were not the cause of my transformation. The
Bible itself was. I finally understood why God’s Word existed. I could trace
its main story, and I knew that its main character was God, not me.

During those years, massive events were shaping my life and future.
Growing Up Duggar was published. My best friend, Jessa, got married. I
met the man I’d love forever. And my family faced the greatest crisis of our
lives. But what changed me the most were the quiet moments when I read
the Bible the right way. Reading the Bible became an exciting act of
discovery that wasn’t about me but about God and His glorious plan for the
universe. As I focused on Him, so much guilt fell away, and Jesus became
more precious to me than ever before.

I finally understood, for the first time, what true freedom is. John 8:36
describes it perfectly: “If the Son makes you free, you will be free indeed”
(NAsB1995). I also knew there were going to be fundamental changes to
how I lived. And not all those changes would be accepted by the
community that had raised me.



CHAPTER 8

Freedom from Fear

I began 0 seriously consider writing this book in the middle of 2021.

As I did, I wrestled with fear, wondering what would happen if I publicly
criticized Gothard-like teachings. Would I hurt relationships with friends
and loved ones? Would people I cared about stop talking to me? Would they
say I had abandoned the faith of my childhood—that I was at risk of
walking away from the Lord? I worried I wouldn’t be invited into homes
where I had once been treated like family.

I thought about the IBLP conferences I’d attended as a kid. They’d been
the highlight of the year. Some of my fondest memories are on the IBLP
campus in Big Sandy, Texas. My siblings and I would ride bikes from one
end of the property to the other. It was the only time of year we’d see all our
friends from other IBLP families. We’d stay awake well past our usual
bedtime, playing games and talking. It was fun getting to be with so many
friends my age who shared the same beliefs. By criticizing Gothard and his
principles, I worried I wouldn’t be allowed back into a setting like that.

No one wants to be criticized by the community that raised them. But
conservative, tight-knit religious groups can be particularly harsh to those
who decide to leave. This fear of being labeled an outsider is an incredibly
effective tool. Leaders use fear to keep people in line and ensure their
loyalty. Give someone a sense of belonging, a group of people to share life
with, a commitment to a cause, and an enemy to defeat, and you have a
powerful recipe for loyalty.



WHAT IS GOD LIKE?

So how did I overcome my fear to write this book? There are two answers
to that question. The first one starts where the previous chapter ended: with
the Bible’s main character.

Once I understood that the Bible is about God and not me, the next
question I asked myself was, “What is God like?” I knew He was holy. I
knew He was just. I knew He was in charge of all creation. But I began to
understand God as my heavenly Father.

Sure, I had always understood that God is a Father. That idea is all over
the Bible. I knew verses like John 14:6, where Jesus said, “I am the way,
and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.”
I didn’t let that truth change me. Yes, I wanted to please God and, at times, I
would feel close to God. But I just didn’t think very often about His heart
and fatherly care for me. Instead, I spent a lot of my energy focused on His
rules for me. I did not understand verses like Psalm 68:5 or Psalm 103:13 or
Romans 8:15.

God loves His children. He cares for us. He wants what is best for us. In
fact, He promises to work all things together for our good (Romans 8:28).

In Knowing God—one of the books I heard about from Jessa’s husband,
Ben—author J. I. Packer shares a great description of how I now think
about my relationship with God.

You sum up the whole of New Testament religion if you describe it as the knowledge of
God as one’s holy Father. If you want to judge how well a person understands Christianity,
find out how much he makes of the thought of being God’s child, and having God as his
Father. If this is not the thought that prompts and controls his worship and prayers and his
whole outlook on life, it means that he does not understand Christianity very well at all.
For everything that Christ taught, everything that makes the New Testament new, and
better than the Old, everything that is distinctively Christian as opposed to merely Jewish,
is summed up in the knowledge of the Fatherhood of God. “Father” is the Christian name

for God.1

Packer concludes, “Our understanding of Christianity cannot be better
than our grasp of adoption.”?



Growing up, I thought a lot about God as my judge. I thought about
Him as the lawgiver and ruler of this world. But I didn’t think much about
Him as my loving heavenly Father. He adopted me into His family. That’s
an incredible privilege that I didn’t understand.

As I started to think more about God as my Father, I was drawn to this
passage in the Gospel of Matthew:

Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to
you. For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one who
knocks it will be opened. Or which one of you, if his son asks him for bread, will give him
a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a serpent? If you then, who are evil, know
how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven
give good things to those who ask him! (7:7-11)

God, the Creator of the universe, wants to give His children good gifts.
He does that every day through His creation. He gives us the world to
enjoy, including the food we eat, the beauty we experience, the people we
interact with, and the love we share. But by far the greatest gift He has ever
given us is His Son, Jesus Christ. To truly understand who God is, I had to
understand Jesus.



WHO IS JESUS?

As I started to look for Jesus when I read the Bible, I noticed things about
Him that I hadn’t before. Jesus is full of compassion. He restored sight to
the blind. He made the lame walk. He fed the hungry. He even brought
people back from the dead. He was not afraid to spend time with the worst
sinners. He is eager to forgive anyone who repents. He is full of mercy and
compassion. He is gentle and lowly. Most profoundly, He is the Savior of
the world.

If I had to sum up my search to understand God, who He is and what
He’s like, I’d say I found that in the cross of Calvary. A few years ago, I
heard a description of the cross that I think describes it so well: The cross is
where God’s perfect justice and mercy meet. When Jesus was crucified, He
paid for the sins of all who would ever believe in Him. That means you and
I can have our sins forgiven if we simply have faith in what Jesus did for us.

At the cross, Jesus took the punishment we deserved. Here’s one way
I’ve heard it phrased: God the Father was punishing God the Son for the
sins of God’s children. See what I mean about perfect justice and mercy?
There’s no greater news in the world. Jesus’ death on the cross freed me
from the consequences of sin. I don’t ever have to worry that God will
punish me for my mistakes and disobedience—past, present, or future.
Because I don’t have to face the wrath of God, I can also enjoy freedom
from all other fears. Why worry what others think about me if God loves
me as my Father? Why worry that I won’t have what I need if God controls
everything and has promised to provide for me as His child? Why worry
about what will happen in the future if God has promised that I will one day
live with Him forever in heaven?

With this understanding, the things I used to assume would displease
God—taking Communion when I wasn’t supposed to or playing broomball
instead of praying—no longer made me afraid of Him. If He was willing to
give up His Son for me, He wasn’t going to then punish me for a sin I didn’t
know about or playing a game with my family.



HOW DOES MY NEW UNDERSTANDING
HELP ME WITH MY FEARS?

I still struggle with fear from time to time. There may always be nights
where I lose sleep because I think someone is disappointed in me or upset
by a decision I’ve made. And if someone I love has a serious health issue,
I’ll no doubt feel that familiar knot in my stomach. I may struggle with fear
for the rest of my life. But I now see my fear differently. I know that God
doesn’t promise to remove it if I have enough faith. He promises to help me
when I do feel that familiar fear. In other words, God doesn’t promise to
remove all sin and struggles—but He does promise to be my refuge during
every trial.

Forty-two times, the book of Psalms says God is a refuge for His
people. For example:

e Psalm 46:1 says, “God is our refuge and strength, a very present help
in trouble.”

e Psalm 61:3—4 says God is a refuge against the threat of enemies: “For
You have been a refuge for me, a tower of strength against the enemy.
Let me dwell in Your tent forever; let me take refuge in the shelter of
Your wings” (NASB).

e Psalm 71:1 says, “In You, O LorD, I have taken refuge; let me never
be ashamed” (NAsB1995). That verse is particularly powerful for
someone like me who struggles with shame. Instead of dwelling on my
shame or trying to ignore it, I can take it to God.

e Psalm 142:4-5 describes a person who went to God and found refuge
from loneliness: “Look to the right and see; for there is no one who
regards me; there is no escape for me; no one cares for my soul. I cried
out to You, O Lorp; I said, “You are my refuge, my portion in the land
of the living’” (NASB1995).

The final Psalm I’ll share is, I think, the most practical. Psalm 91:1-2
says, “He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High will abide in the
shadow of the Almighty. I will say to the LorD, ‘My refuge and my
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fortress, my God, in whom I trust.”” When I am in trouble—when I feel like
fear and anxiety are overwhelming me—this verse tells me what to do. I
speak to God. I pray. I praise Him for being “my refuge and my fortress.” I
tell Him that I am going to trust Him. And I believe that He will not allow
the fear to consume me.



HOW HAVE I LOOSENED FEAR’S GRIP?

This clear understanding of the gospel is the primary reason I was able to
loosen fear’s control and commit to writing this book. The second reason is
concern for the people I know and love who also grew up in the Gothard
movement.

Most followers of Gothard’s teaching are people who sincerely want to
follow God and please Him. And when you are trained to fear the outside
world, you do whatever it takes to avoid it. You embrace everything
Gothard says, no matter how difficult or frustrating it can be, because the
obedience is assuring. It gives you a sense of righteousness and safety. The
pitfalls of the world cannot touch you if you truly believe and always obey.

Yet many of my friends and acquaintances are now in difficult
circumstances connected to their upbringing in the IBLP world. Their
commitment to following Gothard’s rules has kept them from having
healthy relationships with others and understanding who God is and what
He’s truly like.

Imagine this scenario: A man and woman get married. They
immediately start having children because Gothard opposes any kind of
birth control. Financially, they are not in a position to own a home because
they’re not allowed to go into debt. That means no mortgage. So they live
in what they can afford: a tiny, two-bedroom house that they rent. At first,
that’s okay because they have only one child. But then more children come.
Next thing they know, they’re six years into marriage with five children
under five years old. To provide food and clothing for his family, the
husband works longer hours, taking on more responsibility or even more
jobs. This takes the dad out of the home for ten or twelve hours a day. Since
they’re not allowed to send their kids to school, the mom is in her home,
with morning sickness from pregnancy for half the year, trying to manage
and homeschool five kids. She feels overwhelmed, unable to handle the
responsibility of raising so many children practically alone.

Then the husband comes home, and the house feels like chaos. But the
wife has to have it all together to keep her husband faithful and satisfied.
That’s what Bill Gothard taught her. The house must be clean, she must be



happy with no expectations, and the children must be well-behaved. The
problem is, she’s struggling to maintain her mental health and physical
appearance, which is terrifying because it means her husband may start
desiring other women. The guilt begins to build. On top of that, she is told
she must be joyfully available to meet her husband’s physical needs. More
sex likely means more children, but they are told, over and over, to just
trust God.

Sadly, this is not a hypothetical scenario. It’s a difficult situation many
people have experienced after buying into Gothard’s principles. Gothard, by
the way, never married and never had children. How did he become the
leading authority for so many issues he himself never understood?

Unfortunately, Gothard’s principles were also problematic for those
who, like Gothard, never married. Women were told, by Gothard and
others, that marriage and child-rearing were God’s primary purposes for
them. As the years passed and they remained single, many of these women
believed life was passing them by. They felt worthless, like they couldn’t
fulfill their God-given purpose until a man took interest. While they waited
for marriage, they could not start a career or even go to school because
women were supposed to care for the home. They needed to remain at
home under their parents’ authority, no matter their age, submitting to their
fathers’ leadership and control.

So many I know and love have decided Christianity is not for them
because all they ever knew was Gothard’s version of it. They assume God is
oppressive and overbearing, just like Gothard’s theology. When they see so-
called Christians treating others poorly, and leaders like Gothard accepting
it, they think God is like that too. My heart goes out to them. I can
understand why they don’t want anything to do with Christianity. I’'m
writing this book because I want my friends in this situation to know that
God truly is compassionate and loving. He cares for them. He sees their
pain. And the life He wants for them does not look at all like the life
Gothard prescribed.



WHAT IS THE SOURCE OF TRUE
FREEDOM?

Thankfully, the Lord has carried me through. He’s given me a new
understanding of Him and His Word. And He’s given me many wonderful
gifts I don’t deserve, starting with my family. When Jeremy and I stood
before our family and friends on our wedding day, November 5, 2016, we
promised to love and cherish each other as long as we both live. I felt so
much relief on that beautiful afternoon. Our wedding felt like the finish
line, the end of a season of courtship that had more than a few challenges.
But in reality, Jeremy and I were at the starting line, and we had no idea
what God had in store for us.

There was no way of knowing all the joys and trials we’d face together
in the coming years. I didn’t know Jeremy nearly as well as I thought I did
on our wedding day. Through trials like a miscarriage and a move across
the country, I’ve seen a depth of compassion and godliness that has drawn
me closer to Jeremy than I thought was possible before we said I do.

Jeremy is a servant leader who puts my needs and the needs of our
daughters above his own. I thank God each day for my marriage. But on a
deeper level, God has sustained my faith through trials, temptations, and
questions. I’ve rejected so much of the religion of my youth, but I have not
rejected Jesus. And I have only the Lord to thank for that.

I identify with the pain that many have experienced, especially the fear.
And I think it’s this fear that has driven so many to deconstruct their faith to
the point where nothing is left. But although He has been misrepresented
and His teachings applied the wrong way, Jesus is true, His love is real, and
His forgiveness, kindness, mercy, and grace are the greatest blessings in the
universe.

In John 8:36, Jesus said, “If the Son sets you free, you will be free
indeed.” That is the central message of this book. Jesus is the source of true
freedom. Rejecting Christianity because it’s associated with a teacher like
Gothard may give the appearance of freedom, but it will not lead to true
freedom. Likewise, obedience to man-made rules does not set anyone free.



As Gothard would say, “Freedom is not the right to do what I want but the
power to do what I ought.”3 Obedience like that gives a sense of freedom
because it puts you in charge. But it doesn’t take away the demand for
constant obedience. Someone under a man-made religious system can never
break free from the demands of that system. On top of that, man-made
religions cannot take care of our main problem: sin.

Contrary to what I grew up believing, the ultimate threat to you and me
is not the world. Instead, the ultimate threat to me is . . . me. I need freedom
not from the influence of the world, not even from a religious system, but
from myself. I am born enslaved by my own sin. Jesus said that in Matthew
15:14-20. This passage has been so helpful for me. Jesus was talking to His
disciples—His twelve closest friends. They asked Him why He compared
the Pharisees to blind guides leading blind people after the Pharisees
accused the disciples of breaking their rules.

Jesus taught His disciples—and all of us—a crucial lesson about what is
and is not the source of sin. In Matthew 15:11, he said, “It is not what goes
into the mouth that defiles a person, but what comes out of the mouth; this
defiles a person.” Something external, like food or the influence of the
world, does not make a person sinful. Having unclean hands does not make
us spiritually dirty, as the Pharisees claimed. We are already messed up and
infected by sin. The world can’t make us more sinful than we already are.

The freedom we need is not from the world; it’s from ourselves. Only
Jesus can provide that. His death and resurrection free people from the
consequences of their sin. One day, His death and resurrection will free
people even from the presence of sin. My prayer is that people will stop
focusing on their own efforts and look toward the true freedom, rest, and
refuge that only Jesus Christ provides.



WHERE IS THE LOVE?

The last time I attended an IBLP conference was April 2018. My parents
were speaking at the conference on the topic of pursuing a dynamic
marriage. Jeremy and I wanted to see them and the rest of my family. It’s
not always easy to coordinate time with them all at once, but the conference
in Big Sandy provided that opportunity.

The conference theme was “Herein Is Love.” That’s a reference to 1
John 4:10, in the King James Version, which says, “Herein is love, not that
we loved God, but that he loved us, and sent his Son to be the propitiation
for our sins.”

I don’t remember all the sessions, but I know there were talks about
family devotions, being a godly father, and the relationship between science
and the Bible. My understanding of God and His Word had completely
changed since I first met Jeremy at this conference back in 2015, so I was
very aware of just how man-centered much of the teaching was. It was
focused on life improvement. The topics were geared toward personal
success, thriving relationships, and family dynamics. This was ironic, since
God’s character, particularly His love, is the entire point of 1 John 4:10. I
don’t remember hearing anyone define propitiation or explain how love
finds its greatest fulfillment in the cross.

I was struck by just how much I had grown in my faith. It seemed like
ages ago that this conference had played a massive role in my life. I used to
think it was the greatest thing in the world that three to four thousand
people would show up every year to Big Sandy, Texas.

I no longer felt that excitement. I realized the teaching was not focused
on Scripture or the gospel, and I saw sadness in so many families I knew
and loved. Many children who had grown up with me in IBLP were not at
that 2018 conference. They had rejected Gothard’s teaching. And worse,
they had also rejected Christ. They no longer called themselves Christians
because what they were taught throughout their childhood proved
ineffective. Staying in that bubble and far from the world’s influence had
not kept them away from their own flesh. They were still sinners. No
amount of protection and rules could change that.



But Jesus offers freedom—true freedom. And when you understand His
love, you will never be the same. I know I wasn’t.



CHAPTER 9

Finding True Love

When J eremy and 1 married, he was the pastor of a small church in

Laredo, Texas. It was the first time I’d lived away from home. In fact, at the
time, I was the only Duggar kid not living in northwest Arkansas. (Today
there are two. Jeremy and I live in Los Angeles, and my brother Justin and
his wife live in Texas.)

I felt ready to move out of state. I didn’t foresee any issues being away
from my family. My thoughts were centered on marrying Jeremy and
starting a life with him. I assumed everything would be fine when we got to
Laredo. I was wrong.

Not long after we settled into our new life, I found myself feeling
anxious in social settings, including church. While I was genuinely excited
to go to church on Sundays, I worried about the relational side of things. I
had attended church nearly every Sunday since I was born, and I didn’t
remember ever feeling this way.

Like most kids who grow up in church, I’d experienced moments of
indifference, weeks where there were other places I would rather be. But for
the most part, I’d always loved attending church. I had visited all kinds of
churches throughout my travels, and I had never felt anxious because I was
with my family. They were my security blanket. In Laredo, my family was
hundreds of miles away. I had to learn how to build genuine relationships
on my own. I quickly realized I had no idea how to do that, which led me to
feel a stomach-churning, palms-sweating, mind-racing kind of anxiety.



I should have felt the opposite. I had a newfound love for the Bible. I
understood the story it was telling. I was engaging it like I hadn’t before. I
was also excited to worship God through song. On top of all that, I got to
hear my brand-new husband preach every week. I know I am biased, but
Jeremy is a phenomenal preacher. He explains the Bible accurately and with
passion. I was grateful for the opportunity to listen to him do what he loves.
His sermon was the most peaceful part of the service for me. The calm in
the storm. The anxiety came before and after the service, when it was time
to strike up conversations with other members of the church.

When someone from the congregation would approach me and ask the
simplest question, like “How are you doing?” I’d stumble through a trite
response. “I’'m fine. How are you?” Most never knew that while I was
giving them guarded, cliché answers, I was experiencing full-scale internal
panic. My mind would hurl the same accusation at me again and again:
Don't say the wrong thing! Don’t say the wrong thing! Don’t say the wrong
thing! 1 didn’t want to embarrass myself. If I was in a group, especially
when I was with Jeremy, I didn’t feel this social anxiety. It only paralyzed
me during one-on-one conversations.

One of my lowest moments happened a few months after moving to
Laredo. Determined to meet new people, make friends, and be a good
pastor’s wife, I scheduled brunch with a young mom in our church. She is
one of the sweetest, kindest people I know. There was nothing threatening
about her. Still, that morning I told Jeremy I couldn’t do it. I cried right up
until I left for the restaurant. I was terrified I’d say the wrong thing or
wouldn’t know what to talk about. I was worried that she wouldn’t like me
or would think T was weird and awkward.

Somehow, I managed to drag myself to the restaurant. I didn’t bring an
appetite with me. I ate my food but didn’t enjoy it. I was nervous the whole
time. From the moment we sat down together until we said our goodbyes, I
felt like I could burst into tears.

Not long after that, my social anxiety caught up with me. I was at the
house of another lady from church, and she was asking questions to get to
know me. I don’t remember what she said that triggered my reaction—she
was being sweet, thoughtful, and kind—but I suddenly started to cry. The
pressure of figuring out what to say, combined with the fear of saying the
wrong thing, became overwhelming. I couldn’t keep back the tears. They
started to pour out of me. My host was gracious and understanding. I don’t



remember what she said when she realized I was crying, but I remember her
being gentle and patient. She prayed for me and gave me the space to talk
or not say anything. I’m grateful for her understanding, and I wish I would
have opened up a bit more to her.

Moments like that almost didn’t feel real. They were more like out-of-
body experiences. They weren’t who I thought I was. Growing up, I was
one of the most social Duggar kids, always with my parents or at least one
of my siblings. I was an extrovert—the girl who wanted to live in a big city,
surrounded by people. I was the kid who didn’t mind talking to strangers.
I’d walk up to people at stores and start telling them about Jesus. Starting in
my teenage years, I’d traveled all around the world and met thousands of
people. I’d spoken at conferences in front of large audiences. No anxiety in
those settings. But put me in a cute brunch restaurant with a sweet friend
from church, and I’d freeze.



EXAMINING MY SOCIAL ANXIETY

Before moving to Texas, I can remember just a handful of times I’d gone
one-on-one to coffee or a meal with a person who wasn’t part of my family.
I did not have many close friends who weren’t also siblings. My sister Jessa
was my best friend. Beyond her, I was, and still am, very close with all my
sisters.

I was rarely in isolated social settings. At least one sibling or parent was
always with me. When we traveled, filmed for the show, spoke in front of
audiences, or interacted with people on mission trips, we did it together. My
family was my security blanket. I was comfortable around them.

That dependence on family transferred to Jeremy as soon as we married.
If he was with me, I was comfortable. He is incredibly confident in social
settings, so I would follow his lead. But if Jeremy wasn’t with me and I had
to hold a conversation, I didn’t know what to say. Part of that is because I
simply had no practice.

Another reason those conversations were difficult was because I had
always believed there is a right answer and a wrong answer to everything.
Saying the right thing was part of being a light to the nations. I thought that
by projecting confidence, knowing what to say, and always smiling, I would
make my faith look more appealing to the world. I could do that in front of
large crowds. It was as if there was a script to follow. The same was true on
TV—I knew how I was supposed to talk and act when the cameras were
rolling. When traveling for the show, a book signing, or mission trip, I
would interact with a lot of people, but they were passing acquaintances. I
would repeat the same clichés over and over during these introductions.
And T was always with my sisters, so if I didn’t know what to say, I could
turn to one of them.

Getting to know someone by myself forced me out of that performative
mindset. It put me in an unpredictable situation. Because I didn’t know the
other person, I didn’t know what they expected me to say. I had no idea
how to make them happy. I didn’t know who I was, either, so I’d try to
adapt to the other person’s personality—or I’d freeze.



If life consists of moving from one script to the next, then life itself
becomes a performance. That’s essentially what Gothard taught me life
should be. This lack of authenticity makes developing close relationships
incredibly difficult. If I’'m worried about saying the wrong thing, of
stepping out of my role in the drama of life, then I can’t get to know
someone, and they can’t get to know me.

Growing up, I thought I had to perform for the world, putting on a
joyful, self-assured countenance at all times. For women particularly this
expectation seemed to often extend to the home. In many of the families
who attended Gothard’s seminars, it was my impression that women would
follow a specific script with their husbands. They would think it was their
job to be agreeable and encouraging. Many of the women I interacted with
seemed to make a point to avoid any topic that might lead to conflict. Why
did Gothard teach women to always be agreeable? Because if they
complained or argued with their husbands or failed to support them, those
husbands would look to other women for support and submission.

Here is a summary of a story from one of Gothard’s seminars where he
described this horrifying perspective. It explains so much of my actions
during my first year of marriage. A woman came up to him and asked him
why her husband left him. Gothard had no idea. He implied that the woman
was very attractive. As they talked, Gothard figured out that this woman
never encouraged her husband. She was sad and critical of him. She didn’t
have a grateful spirit. If she had a grateful spirit, Gothard told the audience,
she would still be married.

Gothard filled this story with drama and intrigue. He told the wife that
he was sure her husband was going to leave her for a woman at work
because that’s where he was being complimented and experiencing female
gratitude. From Gothard’s perspective, a man is owed that kind of regular
gratitude. If a wife doesn’t regularly compliment him and talk about how
wonderful he is, he can’t be expected to stick around.!

Gothard made me believe that all men are like the one he described in
this story. For that reason, I thought that when I married I was going to have
to constantly encourage my husband or he was going to leave me. When I
was younger I assumed that if my husband had an affair, it would be my
fault. Yes, he would have messed up, but I would be to blame because I
hadn’t been the wife he needed to be happy and encouraged. Because that



was what I assumed about marriage, I was scared I wouldn’t measure up. I
wouldn’t be the kind of encouraging, happy wife my husband needed.

That first year of marriage to Jeremy, I may not have said I still had this
perspective on marriage, but I acted like I was the one responsible for my
husband’s happiness and fidelity to me. For my entire life, I’d been taught
that when I married, I needed to perform for my husband. Those instincts
weren’t going to disappear overnight, even though I had intellectually
disentangled the truth that I should support, love, and encourage him from
the error of thinking it was my responsibility to keep him faithful.

That first year in Laredo, I never expressed an opinion. It didn’t matter
how trivial the topic. When Jeremy asked me what I wanted for dinner, I
would say, “Whatever you want is fine with me!” He’d get the same answer
when he asked me what I wanted to do on a Saturday or how I wanted to
spend a holiday. Even when he would ask me questions that he didn’t really
care about, like what color curtains to put in our house, I would say,
“Whatever you want is fine with me!”

Sometimes I acknowledged Jeremy before I even knew what he was
talking about. More than once while Jeremy and I were on a walk or
sightseeing during a trip, he’d see something he liked and say, “Hey, Jing,
look at that.” Before turning my head and looking at what had caught his
attention, I would exclaim, “Wow!” in the most upbeat, positive voice I
could muster. I did that because I didn’t think my opinion mattered. What
mattered was gauging Jeremy’s excitement and matching it, even in small
things.

But Jeremy wanted to hear my opinion. He gently encouraged me to
speak my mind and let him know if I didn’t agree with something—and to
not apologize for that. He didn’t want me to perform or be fake. He wanted
me to be myself. More than once he said, “Jing, you’re not a Stepford
wife.”

The first time he said that, I asked, “What’s a Stepford wife?”

When he explained the concept, I realized he was saying that he didn’t
want me to be a parrot, someone who was only going to reflect his
opinions. He wanted me to think for myself and figure out what my
convictions were and what I liked and disliked.

By living out Gothard’s teachings, I had, without realizing it, become a
version of a Stepford wife. I had conformed myself to a mold of what I
thought women were supposed to be, which was agreeable, happy, and



relentlessly encouraging. It’s taken years for me to learn that it’s okay to tell
Jeremy I don’t like green walls or I prefer he wear certain colognes and not
others. Or that it’s okay for me to get upset and discouraged. To have bad
days. To not always be bubbly and cheery when Jeremy comes home.

That’s real life. It’s part of being human. I certainly want to grow in my
joy and be as Christlike as I can, but I don’t want to suppress myself and all
my emotions like Gothard taught.

Yet his principles weren’t the only barrier I had to overcome in learning
to be my true self. Being on television also made this challenging for me.
Other than a few moments of sadness, such as my grandmother’s funeral,
the show was overwhelmingly positive. We were supposed to be happy as
we did things like play games, go on trips, or talk about our relationships.

The positive nature of the show affected my personal life. I was
constantly worried that someone would recognize me and see me in a
moment of weakness or discouragement. So I was always aware of my
facial expressions in public, especially my smile. Even if I wasn’t being
filmed, I assumed someone was watching me and wanted to see me as they
saw me on the show.

I’ll never forget being at a restaurant in Laredo and finding glass in my
meal. Instead of asking to see the manager, or even asking for another meal,
I acted like everything was fine. I smiled and said it was no big deal. That’s
a small example of an attitude I carried with me and struggle with to this
day. I assume that I must be happy and see everything in a positive light,
even if there’s glass in my food.

I also remember that whenever Jeremy and I played tennis or darts
during that first year of marriage, I spent the whole game encouraging him
and telling him he was doing amazing. I’d say over and over that he was
better than me, even if I had just won the game. When I responded this way,
I was reinforcing the belief that my life was a performance. Fortunately,
Jeremy didn’t want me to respond like that. He wanted me to be happy that
I won. He would say, “Jing, I did horrible. You just beat me. It’s okay to tell
me that.”

Along with my inexperience making friends and the performance
mindset I took with me to church and home, I also struggled with one-on-
one conversations because of the Gothard-inspired bubble in which I grew
up. It had shielded me from anyone with different thoughts or opinions



from my own—including Christians who didn’t follow Gothard’s
principles.

If T had to steer clear of other Christians, you can imagine how little I
interacted with people who did not believe in God or follow the Bible. I
thought they could taint me spiritually and corrupt my mind. Too much
friendship with the world could cause me to walk away from the Christian
faith. I learned James 4:4, which says, “Do you not know that friendship
with the world is enmity with God? Therefore whoever wishes to be a
friend of the world makes himself an enemy of God.”

This lack of interaction with the world made it hard for me to
understand why anyone would do things a different way than I did. If
someone listened to music I didn’t listen to, dressed in ways I never would,
wore earrings in places I wouldn’t, dyed their hair pink, or ate food I would
never eat, I thought their decisions were not only wrong but also weird. Of
course, there’s a lot of irony in what I’'m saying, especially for everyone
who watched the Duggars on TV and thought we lived odd lives. But when
you live in a community as insulated and isolated as mine was, you assume
the way you live is normal and right.

In Laredo, I didn’t know anyone who’d grown up exactly like I did. No
one at Jeremy’s church was from the IBLP world. They were the kind of
Christians I hadn’t interacted with much. They didn’t grow up with the
same convictions I did. And even though I was gradually changing my
convictions, I still was having a hard time interacting with people whose
lives and backgrounds were unfamiliar to me. My first year of marriage was
the first time I formed friendships with people I wasn’t related to, people
who were not like me in many ways. And because I had little experience
with people like that, I experienced a lot of anxiety talking to the sweet,
kind, Christlike people I met in Jeremy’s church.



LEARNING HOW TO LOVE OTHERS

In Laredo, I didn’t understand how to love others the way God loved me. I
had no clue how to obey the second part of the Great Commandment, which
is to love your neighbor as yourself (Matthew 22:35-40).

Part of my education in reading the Bible the right way was learning to
ask questions of the text. The obvious questions for these verses are, How
do I love God and others? and What does that look like? Thankfully, the
answers are found all over the Bible.

I think the simplest definition of love is found in 1 John 4:16. “God is
love, and whoever abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him.”
God doesn’t only express love. He is love! It’s who He is. So when God
acts, we see love on display. And what is God’s greatest expression of love?
I found that answer in the Bible’s most famous verse: John 3:16.

God’s Son is, of course, Jesus Christ. He is truly God and truly man.
When I was younger, I never thought about what Jesus was doing before He
came to earth. He was with the Father in heaven, ruling over all creation,
enjoying the constant praise and adoration of the angels. He gave that up to
come to earth and become a man—and not just a man but a helpless baby.
He lived in a small town in an outpost of the Roman Empire, far from any
influence or power. For thirty years, He lived in obscurity. For three and a
half years, He preached the gospel and ministered to the sick and poor. At
the end of His ministry, He was arrested, charged with blasphemy, mocked,
spit on, nailed to a cross, and crucified.

And that wasn’t even the worst part. While He hung on that tree, God
punished Him for the sins of the world. Jesus was innocent. He hadn’t
sinned once during His thirty-three years on earth. He was the only man in
history ever to do that. His pure life made Him the perfect substitute for me
and you. The suffering Jesus endured that day is unimaginable. For a few
hours, Jesus became sin: “He made him to be sin who knew no sin, so that
in him we might become the righteousness of God” (2 Corinthians 5:21).
This verse, and so many others, tell me that people can become as righteous
as Jesus because of what He did on the cross. How? It’s actually quite
simple: “Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved” (Acts 16:31).



By coming to earth, resisting all temptations to sin, suffering
unimaginable hate from creatures He had formed in their mother’s womb
(Psalm 139:13), facing the holy wrath of His own Father, dying, and then
rising again, Jesus made a way for us to be saved, go to heaven, and live
with Him forever. All we have to do is believe. That’s the best news I have
ever heard!

What does any of this have to do with my social anxiety in Laredo?
Everything! Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection show me exactly what it
looks like to love someone. Love is self-sacrifice. It is others-focused. It is
giving all of yourself for the good of others. That’s what Jesus did.

But that’s not what I was doing in Laredo. I was thinking mostly about
myself and worrying about how I was coming across. I was focusing on my
appearance, my words, and my reputation. When I was having brunch with
that young lady, I wasn’t thinking of her. I wasn’t giving all of myself to
her. I was holding back. When I broke down in tears at my friend’s home, I
was overwhelmed because my focus was inward. Love turns it outward.

If love is giving all of yourself for the good of others, that doesn’t just
mean your strengths. It also means your weaknesses. I used to think the best
thing I could do was be happy and agreeable all the time. I don’t think like
that anymore. Now I see that the best thing I can do for others is to be
honest, vulnerable, and self-giving. At that brunch, I wish I had told my
sweet, kind friend that I was struggling. I wish I had told her how little I
knew and how much I wanted to learn about loving God, loving others,
being a pastor’s wife, and living in Laredo. I’m sure she would have given
me wonderful advice. I'm sure she would have shared much more about
herself. We probably would have prayed together. I know our relationship
would have been stronger for it. Instead, I smiled, ate my food, made small
talk, and thought only of myself. I did not love her the way Jesus loves me.
He gave all of Himself for me. I could have given part of myself for my
friend.

Jeremy and I left Laredo for California a few years later, and I’ll never
forget what a longtime member of the church said to me on our last Sunday.
She told me that she was going to miss me and that she regretted that she
hadn’t gotten to know me better. She said it seemed like I had kept people
in the church at a distance, and she wished I hadn’t. She was right. While
I’m grateful that by the time we left, I had made some friends, dear people I



miss to this day, I wish I had opened more of my heart to them. I had not let
a lot of cherished people into my life, and my life was poorer because of it.

I don’t know if I’ll ever be completely free of my social anxiety until I
go to heaven. Those habits of performance are hard to break. The fear of
saying the wrong thing and embarrassing myself or my family may always
be a struggle. And I still have a lot of catching up to do when it comes to
interacting with people who think differently than I do. But by God’s grace,
the social anxiety does not control me like it did that first year of marriage.
I am now seeking to focus my relationships around love. It is my desire to
pursue a self-giving care for others that is marked by the kind of love
described in 1 Corinthians 13: “Love is patient and kind; love does not envy
or boast; it is not arrogant or rude. It does not insist on its own way; it is not
irritable or resentful; it does not rejoice at wrongdoing, but rejoices with the
truth. Love bears all things, believes all things, hopes all things, endures all
things” (vv. 4-7).

Love does not seek its own benefit. That’s what I was missing. But now
I see that a self-giving love, instead of a self-protecting performance, not
only causes others to flourish but also frees me from so many burdens.
Love—God’s love for me and my love for Him and others—casts those
burdens aside.



CHAPTER 10

Laying Down My Burdens

Not IOl’lg after Jeremy and I moved to California in 2019, we met

Joey and Kinsey Mejia. The Mejias are about as Los Angeles as it gets.
Joey grew up in Venice, LA’s famous beach town known for its street art,
skate parks, basketball courts, outdoor gyms, and colorfully dressed
residents. Before his current job at the Master’s Seminary, Joey was an
accomplished hairstylist in Beverly Hills (he once cut Paul McCartney’s
hair). He worked as a DJ on a rock and roll station. His DJ name was
LAJoey. And he sold clothes for Armani. Kinsey grew up in the mountains
just outside LA. She was in a bluegrass band with her siblings, and her
father worked for the Walt Disney Company.

If you met Jeremy and me and then Joey and Kinsey, you wouldn’t
think we had much in common. We not only come from different
backgrounds we also have different perspectives on music, clothes, sports,
and a wide range of other issues. Kinsey has tattoos and a nose ring. When I
was a teenager, I would have thought it bizarre, even immoral, for a
Christian to have either. Joey wears T-shirts with band names on them. Yet
these differences have not kept us from becoming friends with and serving
alongside the Mejias at our church. We may not see eye to eye about
everything, but we do agree on the most important issues.

Since we moved to Los Angeles three years ago, I’ve met dozens of
people like the Mejias. Most don’t dress like us, talk like us, or share our
interests or hobbies. At our church, there are nearly as many perspectives as



there are people. On Sunday mornings, some men wear suits and ties while
others show up in shorts and T-shirts. There are as many women wearing
pants as skirts. There is a full orchestra in the main service, and we
primarily sing hymns. In the college ministry where Jeremy and I serve, a
full band with drums and electric guitars plays a range of worship songs.
The pastors don’t talk about an umbrella of authority. They don’t encourage
courting and discourage dating. They’d say that God, in His kind
providence, uses a variety of means to bring a man and woman together for
marriage.

Some congregants work in the entertainment industry, while others
never watch movies. There are big families. Small families. Stay-at-home
moms and women with careers. It’s a large church with all the variety that
comes from living in one of the biggest cities in the world. But we are
incredibly united in our perspective on what matters most.

Members at our church share my love for the Bible. On a typical
Sunday, I’1l hear two sermons (if neither of my girls are under the weather,
which is a big if for a four- and two-year-old). Each message is between
fifty and sixty minutes in length. When our pastor preaches, he simply
explains what the Bible means. He doesn’t tell funny jokes or stories. He
doesn’t share his opinion. He describes what the Bible says, what it means,
and how it can change anyone’s life. And the people of our church submit
to everything the Bible teaches, even if that puts them out of step with the
broader culture.

I also know my church family wants to glorify God with everything
they do. At Calvary, Jesus Christ bought them “with a price” as 1
Corinthians 6:20 says, so they want to do what the rest of the verse says:
“glorify God in your body.” Those who glorify God make His name well-
known. They give God a good reputation and point to His fame, power, and
character. Their changed lives show the world that God exists, that He is
powerful, and that He is involved in the lives of His people.

The members of Grace Church share a desire to do that by telling a lost
and dying world about Christ, working with excellence and integrity at their
jobs, caring for others with their words and actions, and loving God with all
their soul, strength, and mind (Luke 10:27). That love for God is probably
the thing that most unites us as a church. We share a common love for God
“because he first loved us” (1 John 4:19).



My current pastor has been preaching through the Bible, verse by verse,
for more than fifty years. He’s spent nearly half that time preaching from
the four Gospels—Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—looking at the life and
teaching of Jesus Christ. He’s even preached through the Gospel of John
twice. This hasn’t bored the church members though. Far from it. Because
everyone loves Jesus, they want to spend as much time with Him as they
can. There’s unity around that love. Since we share a common love for
Christ, the other issues are not as big a deal. There truly is far more that
unites us than divides us.

Being at my current church has changed how I think about Christians
who are different from me. The churches I grew up in did not have the same
diversity, so I learned to see all Christians the same way. Now I understand
what all Christians have in common and what they can have different
perspectives on.



UNITY VERSUS UNIFORMITY

Though there are about the same number of people at Grace Church every
Sunday as there were at each of the IBLP conferences I attended, the
crowds could not look more different. While people dress in a variety of
ways at Grace Church, they were dressed mostly the same at the IBLP
conferences. Women wore skirts from the time they arrived on the Big
Sandy campus until the conference ended.

Walk across our church campus each Sunday and you’ll hear a variety
of greetings—a lot of them in different languages. At Big Sandy, greetings
were all positive and encouraging. Ask someone how they were doing, and
they would smile and say, “Doing well.” There was even a season of life
when Bill Gothard encouraged everyone to “give the perfect greeting,”
which involved responding to the question “how are you doing” with as big
a smile as possible and the words “I’m rejoicing.” I remember constantly
hearing that greeting when I walked down the halls or interacted with
someone at the IBLLP headquarters one summer.

What I didn’t understand then is that unity does not mean uniformity.
The Bible allows for differences. It doesn’t always tell you what to do. It
doesn’t say whether you should order beef, chicken, or pork. It doesn’t tell
you which house to buy or what shoes to wear. It doesn’t even tell you
which job to take or spouse to marry or whether you should marry at all. In
those areas and so many others, Christians have the freedom to make their
own decisions (as long as they aren’t disobeying a direct command from the
Bible). Sometimes those decisions may be different from another
Christian’s decisions—and the Bible says that’s okay.

A good example of that is Romans 14. I read this chapter more than
once as a kid, but I didn’t understand what it was saying and how helpful it
was until recently. This chapter has become so important to me. It’s really
shaped how I live. I want to share a little about this section of the Bible so
that you can see why it matters so much for me and so many Christians who
want to honor God. In this chapter, the apostle Paul talks to Christians who
disagree about whether or not they should eat meat. The disagreement is
messy. Some people are so sure they shouldn’t eat meat because it used to



be offered to false gods. Other Christians don’t think it’s a big deal. That
argument sounds so much like arguments I used to hear about clothes,
music, and, yes, even food. So who was right? Paul said both were. Here
are the first four verses of that chapter:

As for the one who is weak in faith, welcome him, but not to quarrel over opinions. One
person believes he may eat anything, while the weak person eats only vegetables. Let not
the one who eats despise the one who abstains, and let not the one who abstains pass
judgment on the one who eats, for God has welcomed him. Who are you to pass judgment
on the servant of another? It is before his own master that he stands or falls. And he will be
upheld, for the Lord is able to make him stand.

I’m amazed at the Bible’s wisdom. In this chapter, it gives Christians
the freedom to eat or not eat the meat because “the kingdom of God is not a
matter of eating and drinking but of righteousness and peace and joy in the
Holy Spirit” (v. 17). In other words, food isn’t that big of a deal. It’s not a
priority in God’s kingdom. It’s not nearly as important as righteousness,
peace, and joy. If someone has those three things, then it doesn’t matter
what kind of food they are eating or where that food came from. They are,
as verse 18 says, “acceptable to God and approved by men.”



CHRISTIAN LIBERTY VERSUS RULES

Romans 14 and 1 Corinthians 8 are two of the main places where the Bible
talks about Christian liberty. That’s the idea that Christians have freedom to
decide how to live, what to do, and even what to believe as long as those
beliefs don’t disagree with the Bible’s essential truths about God, salvation,
and Scripture. I didn’t learn much about Christian liberty when I was
younger.

I didn’t realize that when I was judging other women for wearing pants,
I was committing the same mistake as the Christians who didn’t eat meat. I
didn’t know that when I assumed someone had a spirit of rebellion because
they listened to music with drums, I was judging that believer for something
God’s Word did not condemn. I had no idea that I was being stricter than
the Bible.

I recently came across a famous quote that is often falsely attributed to
Saint Augustine but can most likely be traced back to a seventeenth-century
Catholic source. Regardless of who originally penned these words, I think
the quote gives a helpful perspective on how to have unity and differences
among Christians. “In essentials, unity; in non-essentials, liberty; in all
things, charity.”! We unite around the gospel, we give freedom for
differences of opinions on lots of other issues, and we seek—at all times—
to love people.

That is a perspective I’ve had to learn. I’ve had to take a hard look at all
the convictions I used to think were absolute necessities for all Christians
and disentangle my essential convictions from the nonessential ones.

Something that made this process of disentangling a little easier was
figuring out the differences between the Old and New Testaments. Growing
up, I thought I had to obey everything the Bible commanded—whether it
came from the Old or New Testament. Bill Gothard often referenced verses
from Deuteronomy or Leviticus and said that Christians had to obey the
command in those verses. This included commands about eating pork or
certain kinds of seafood. It also included a lot of commands about clothes.
There were specific orders for how far someone could walk, or what was
considered work, on the Sabbath.



Jesus freed us from those commands. But we are still required to love
God and others, just like the book of Deuteronomy says. Chapter 6, verses
4-5 say, “Hear, O Israel: The LorD our God, the LorD is one. You shall
love the LorD your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with
all your might.” And Leviticus 19:18 says, “you shall love your neighbor as
yourself.” Now that I know the truth, that Jesus sets me free from those
ceremonial laws, obedience has become less of a burden, and it’s helped me
be gracious toward others who have different convictions. It’s also made me
love Jesus so much. I can’t keep all those Old Testament laws on my own.
But Jesus ensured I wouldn’t have to.

Why do pastors like Gothard have so many rules? Why do they teach
that all Christians should dress the same, consume the same music and
media, vote the same, and talk the same? Why did he even create rules
about what food Christians are supposed to eat when the Bible clearly says,
“the kingdom of God is not a matter of eating and drinking” (Romans
14:17), and Christians are not supposed to judge others for what they eat?

I think he did that because uncertainty can be unsettling. Rules are
easier than liberty. They give a sense of certainty. They remove doubts and
questions. Knowing exactly what to say and what to do in any situation to
perfectly please God is an incredibly attractive idea. It certainly was for me,
since I struggled with doubt and fear. Gothard’s rules gave me certainty.

All those rules may have told me what to believe, but they didn’t teach
me how to think. Critical thinking was not important as I was growing up
because what was there to think critically about? There was a right and a
wrong way to do everything. Gothard apparently had figured all that out.
All T had to do was follow his seven principles.

By far the most common extrabiblical source for Gothard’s rules was
personal experience. It’s called truth by analogy. Here’s an example from
one of Gothard’s seminars. After arguing that sins are passed from one
generation to the next, he used the following story to prove that is true. He
described a young couple from California who adopted a girl. Not long after
they became her parents, they started to notice problems. The baby didn’t
look at them with love. Instead, the baby had a cold, even hateful look in
her eyes when she was looking at them. (I’'m not sure I’ve ever seen a
newborn with hate in its eyes, so I don’t know what that would look like,
but evidently it happened to this couple.) To fix the issue, the couple had to
remember what Gothard had taught them about the sins of the fathers being



passed on to the next generation. The couple figured that there must be
some serious sins of hate and bitterness in this adopted girl’s biological
family. She would have certainly grown up to despise her adopted parents if
they didn’t recognize what was happening and ask God to take away the
generational sin. The couple then told Gothard that their child was happy
now because they had followed his steps for dealing with cross-generational
sins.?

When I was a teenager, I definitely believed that sins could be passed
from one generation to the next. A story like the one Gothard told would
have been terrifying to me. It would have made me believe that there were
all these hidden sins lurking in me that would come out not necessarily
because of something I did but because of something my grandparents or
great-grandparents did. That made me think I wasn’t free to do certain
things or go certain places because if I did, I might encounter a temptation
that my family was particularly susceptible to. Then I would mess up and
sin in the same way my previous family members had. Stories like this, and
the principles at the heart of them, slowly chipped away at my Christian
freedom. They gave me, and I’m sure many others, rules that went beyond
the Bible.

The slippery slope argument is another tactic Gothard used to bind the
conscience of his audience. This is the idea that certain behaviors may not
be bad in themselves, but they can lead to other behaviors that are immoral,
sinful, or harmful. These behaviors are like gateway drugs—they lead to
something far worse. One of the most common slippery slope arguments
involves music. Gothard never used the Bible to preach against certain
kinds of music, like rock and roll or rap. Instead, he used personal
experience and the slippery slope argument. Here’s an example.

Gothard and Jim Sammons, who taught the Financial Freedom Seminar
at IBLP, would tell stories of men and women with credit card debt,
mortgages, or car payments. When these people lost their businesses, when
their marriage crumbled, or when their health took a turn for the worse,
Gothard and Sammons would blame the debt. They would tell the audience
that if they didn’t stay out of debt, the same catastrophes would befall them.

Those kinds of arguments stifle debate. It’s hard to argue with personal
experience. They also make it easy for someone, like me, to judge others.
When a personal experience becomes a black-and-white rule, it’s natural to



judge someone who is engaged in the behavior that you’ve been told can
lead to a destructive outcome. I used to do that all the time.

What the Bible says about Christian liberty has freed me from that
judgmentalism. The apostle Paul didn’t say in Romans 14 that someone
who ate meat offered to idols would one day start worshiping idols. He
didn’t see a slippery slope there. He saw only freedom. I’ve learned that if I
have a conviction against something because it is spiritually unhelpful for
me, that doesn’t mean the same activity is spiritually unhelpful for someone
else. That’s the beauty of Christian liberty.



FALSE TEACHERS VERSUS TRUE FREEDOM

In these last few chapters, I’ve traced the massive changes in my beliefs
during the past three years: changes that have freed me from the legalism,
fear, and man-made rules of my youth. In chapter 7, I described how the
Lord freed me from a fear of Him by showing me that He is my heavenly
Father. In chapter 8, I looked at how a true biblical understanding of love—
one based on self-giving, not performance—freed me from my fear of
people. And in this chapter, I’ve looked at Christian liberty. Christians can’t
have different convictions about the Bible, God, or salvation, but they can
believe different things about all kinds of less-important issues. That has not
only freed me from obedience to rules that are not in the Bible but also
made me a less-judgmental person.

As I’ve come to understand the true freedom that’s found in Christ, I’ve
also realized that a teacher can preach the truth in public but value control
and man-made rules in private. And that can be just as dangerous as a false
teacher who tells people lies. I used to think the only dangerous teachers
were those who convinced others that the Bible was a book of fairy tales
and that God did not exist. Now I believe the far more dangerous false
teachers are those who say they believe in God and the Bible but
misrepresent Him and His Word. The Bible describes these false teachers as
“having the appearance of godliness, but denying its power” (2 Timothy
3:5). They look like Christians. They talk like Christians. But they don’t
teach the truth. Instead, they teach a religion of their own creation. I’ve
become convinced that Bill Gothard is one of those dangerous teachers.

If someone had told fifteen- or twenty-year-old Jinger that she would
one day say something like that, she would have been horrified. She would
have probably thought that meant she was going to one day abandon
Christianity entirely. Back then, I thought Bill Gothard was a modern-day
prophet. Before Jesus came to earth, God revealed Himself to His people
through men like Noah, Moses, Elijah, Elisha, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Jonah.
A lot of books in the Old Testament are named after prophets because those
books include many of the words God gave His people through those
prophets. They were ordinary men with a supernatural message.



Bill Gothard was that kind of teacher to me. I thought his words were so

powerful—and his message so unique and helpful—they were like a special
revelation from God. Gothard never called himself a prophet, but when he
said God had shown him a rhema or that he understood “the key” to the
Christian life, he was setting himself up as the messenger of a special
revelation from God.

Now I see that Gothard has nothing in common with the Old Testament

prophets, who served only as mouthpieces of God. Instead, he seems to be
more like the false teachers described throughout the New Testament in
verses such as these:

“For such men are false apostles, deceitful workmen, disguising
themselves as apostles of Christ. And no wonder, for even Satan
disguises himself as an angel of light. So it is no surprise if his
servants, also, disguise themselves as servants of righteousness. Their
end will correspond to their deeds” (2 Corinthians 11:13-15).

“See to it that no one takes you captive by philosophy and empty
deceit, according to human tradition, according to the elemental spirits
of the world, and not according to Christ” (Colossians 2:8).

“Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing but
inwardly are ravenous wolves. You will recognize them by their fruits.
Are grapes gathered from thornbushes, or figs from thistles? So, every
healthy tree bears good fruit, but the diseased tree bears bad fruit. A
healthy tree cannot bear bad fruit, nor can a diseased tree bear good
fruit. Every tree that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown
into the fire. Thus you will recognize them by their fruits” (Matthew
7:15-20).

“I appeal to you, brothers, to watch out for those who cause divisions
and create obstacles contrary to the doctrine that you have been taught;
avoid them. For such persons do not serve our Lord Christ, but their
own appetites, and by smooth talk and flattery they deceive the hearts
of the naive” (Romans 16:17-18).

When Jesus said in Matthew 7 that you will know false teachers by their

fruit, He was talking about the false teachers’ actions. And when the apostle
Paul said false teachers are slaves of their own appetites, he was talking
about their desires. He was calling them selfish. They were the kind of



people who would use their platform and influence over others for selfish
gain and their own pleasure.

A few years ago, it became abundantly clear to me that this man I had
always looked up to as a model Christian was, in fact, no better than the
false teachers Jesus and Paul described. Gothard was not only teaching his
own principles instead of Christ’s but reportedly harming those closest to
him.



CHAPTER 11

Did the Lifetime Guarantee Work?

I’ll never forget that trip to the mall. My sisters and I weren’t

searching for anything in particular. We were doing what we typically did at
the mall, browsing windows and bargain hunting. I can’t remember exactly
how old I was, probably close to twenty.

In one of the stores we browsed, we noticed a blond wig. It reminded us
of a certain type of girl. We all tried it on and, for a few minutes, joked
about being ready for headquarters.

By headquarters, we were of course referring to Hinsdale, Illinois,
where Bill Gothard led the IBLP ministry. Why was it funny to say that a
blond wig qualified us to work there? Because for years, people in our
circles talked about how Bill Gothard liked to surround himself with pretty
girls.

We all talked about how they were nicknamed “Gothard’s girls.” They
ranged from teenagers to women in their midthirties. Most of them had
long, blond hair, big smiles, and petite body types. Many came from single-
parent homes, without a father or grandfather to guide and protect them.
When they joined IBLP and met Gothard, they found someone who
presented himself as the father they never had.

Other Gothard girls were daughters of parents who devoted their lives to
following his principles. One girl said her parents thought of Bill Gothard
as a modern-day apostle Paul.! Another talked about what an honor it was
to be in his presence. This young woman’s parents had decided to have



more kids because of Gothard’s seminars, so in a way, she owed her life to
him.?

At the time, the joke in the mall didn’t seem like that big of a deal.
Everyone knew about Gothard’s girls. For us, this wasn’t more than an odd
quirk of our little world. Now, after everything that’s happened over the
past ten years, I realize the joke wasn’t funny. It’s disturbing that an older
man insisted on surrounding himself with young girls, some of whom were
still minors. And he did so in the name of service to God.

Those poor girls. They had no idea what they were getting into.

Most of Gothard’s girls first crossed paths with their hero at IBLP
events. One recalled meeting him at a seminar in Knoxville, Tennessee. She
said, “It was something you dreamed about—meeting Bill Gothard in the
flesh. It was like the president of the United States tapping you on the
shoulder. You don’t expect it. In our world, the conservative, homeschool
world, he was everything. There were hundreds of people there waiting to
touch the hem of his garment.”>

Gothard would compliment these young girls’ “bright countenance.” He
would smile and say something nice about their outfits or demeanor. He
would make them feel special, set apart from the hundreds of girls at the
conference.

I remember one time watching him treat a girl this way at an IBLP
conference. I was in a hallway that Gothard was walking through. He
nodded his head and smiled at everyone as he passed. But when he saw this
particular girl, he stopped, and compliments gushed out of him. He told her
she had a radiant countenance. He told her how much he appreciated her
smile. I thought this was completely normal. He had said nice things to me
from time to time. It was always a great honor to get such encouraging
feedback from Gothard. I had even sent him thank-you letters after visits to
headquarters or IBLP conferences. I thanked him for taking the time to
speak with me and shared that I owed my life to him as the sixth Duggar
kid. If my parents had decided to stop having children when most
Americans did, I wouldn’t exist.

Even though I had several interactions with Gothard through the years, I
never experienced what a lot of Gothard’s girls did. With them, he would
insist that God had a special plan for their lives. Then, as many of these
girls testified later, he would ask them to have a private conversation with
him, where he would insist they join the team at the IBLP headquarters. At



an event in Indianapolis, he told a girl he’d just met he wanted her to come
with him that night to Chicago.* This was an incredible honor for these
young ladies. For most of them, it was a dream come true. Living and
working in Chicago, near Gothard, was a sign of God’s favor and blessing.

IBLP had offices around the country, and a few overseas, but since the
1970s, the ministry’s headquarters were just outside Chicago. They had a
series of buildings, including an old hotel they’d converted into dormitories.
That’s where these young ladies lived. Many were too young to be paid, so
they would spend a few months or even a year “volunteering.” Some would
prepare meals for the staff. Others would work in the print shop and process
the mail or clean and organize files. Most of them would help organize and
lead Gothard’s programs, including the annual conferences and Journey to
the Heart. He would even take them on his ministry trips overseas.

It was the kind of work outside the home that was forbidden among
IBLP families. There was something deeply ironic and hypocritical about
all the young ladies staffing the organization’s national offices. They were
only allowed to work outside the home at the center of the movement that
forbade them from working outside the home. Though interactions with the
opposite sex were heavily regulated (the young ladies and men were not
allowed to speak with one another in the lobby of IBLP headquarters), these
young women could spend plenty of time alone with Gothard.

Former Gothard girls have described late-night conversations with this
father figure. After the IBLP staff would leave for the day, Gothard—who
often stayed late because he did not have a wife or children to go home to—
would ask one of the young ladies to come see him. At first, the two would
only talk. After a while, Gothard would rub the women’s feet and hold their
hands, both of which were strictly forbidden between a man and woman
who were not married. A lot of Gothard’s girls have said that Gothard
would touch them inappropriately or engage in explicitly sexual activity.
Ten of those ladies filed a lawsuit against Gothard in 2016. I don’t want to
describe all the awful things they accused him of. You can read about them
in a Washington Post article from 2016.> But if true, Gothard should be
permanently disqualified from ministry.



GRACE RECOVERED

Allegations against Gothard started to surface in 2012, four years before the
lawsuit, on a website called Recovering Grace. It was run by former IBLP
members who had negative experiences with Gothard’s teaching or claimed
to be abused by him. The website says they started Recovering Grace “with
a desire to expose the destructive effects of the teachings of Bill Gothard
and the organizations he founded, that generations of former followers
might find understanding, hope, and healing.”®

I remember hearing about Recovering Grace when it launched. I was a
teenager at the time—still deeply committed to Gothard’s teaching—so 1
was sure the people running the website were lying. I thought they were
probably agents of Satan, sent to destroy Gothard and his teaching because
he was anointed by God to bring sanity and truth back into our culture.

One year, Recovering Grace rented a billboard in Nashville, right next
to the campus where I and hundreds of others were gathering for the annual
ATI conference. The billboard took a clever approach to reaching people
like me. In big, bold letters it said, “Welcome ATT Families,” then it gave
the website address for Recovering Grace. They were trying to get
attendees to go to their website. I did not go to their website because I was
horrified by the billboard. I shook my head in pity at the people behind the
message. They had rejected Gothard’s seminars. Trying to destroy such
wonderful teaching was far worse than never hearing it at all. I thought,
They just don’t know. I felt the kind of self-righteous pity that looks more
like self-satisfaction. I was confident they were wrong about Gothard and
his principles.

Two years after Recovering Grace began posting stories of abuse, the
number of accusers had grown so much they were impossible to ignore.
More than thirty women had come forward. The IBLP board of directors
had no choice but to listen to the accusations against Gothard. They
launched an internal investigation and put him on administrative leave. He
offered to step down, but the board unanimously refused to accept his
resignation. When Gothard submitted his resignation a second time on

March 5, 2014, the board accepted it.” Three months later, they insisted that



“no criminal activity has been discovered” during the investigation.
However, they did call Gothard’s actions “inappropriate.”® At the time of
his resignation, they had not talked to any of the more than thirty women
who accused Gothard of sexual misconduct.”



MORE ACCUSATIONS

This 2016 lawsuit wasn’t the first time Gothard was accused of wicked,
predatory behavior by a young lady involved with IBLP. In the late 1970s,
years before most of these women were born, Bill Gothard’s brother Steve
was working at a retreat center the organization ran in Michigan. Steve had
multiple affairs with female staffers. Bill knew about his brother’s immoral
behavior, but, according to staff at the retreat center, he did nothing about
it.! When Steve’s abuse went public in 1980, so did Bill’s inaction. Board
members and other leaders at IBLP forced Gothard to resign. Yet he was
reinstated in just a few weeks. The reasons behind the dismissal and quick
reinstatement are lost to history. Investigations have tried to figure out why
Gothard was so quickly reinstated, but there is no documented explanation
for why he became president again so soon. What is clear is that from that
point on, his control over the organization was stronger than ever.!!

Gothard never admitted to doing anything wrong during the 1980 case
beyond “‘defrauding’ several women” and mishandling the situation with
his brother.'> But thirty-six years later, he did confess to inappropriate
behavior toward the women who were suing him. An undated letter from
Gothard that one of the women showed the court during the 2016 lawsuit
read: “I was very wrong in holding hands, giving hugs, and touching their
hair and feet. I was also wrong in making statements that caused emotional
turmoil and confusion.” The letter also described what he did as “sin.”!3

The court did not convict Gothard, and the lawsuit was dropped in
2018. The ten plaintiffs didn’t see the point in continuing because the
statute of limitations made it impossible for Gothard to be convicted.' But
he did lose his ministry.

When I heard about Bill Gothard’s resignation, I was, of course,
stunned. I had just started to figure out that the faith of my youth was
incomplete. I was in the middle of those conversations with Ben, Jessa, and
the Seewalds that would guide me toward a richer, God-centered view of
Scripture and the Christian life. I still had a high view of Gothard, but I was
starting to question what I’d always been taught. I knew I could no longer



focus exclusively on the ministry of one man. Here’s what I wrote in my
journal at the time:

Today, we are in Big Sandy for the family conference. It is a different conference this
year with Mr. Gothard not here. God is good and many people continue to come. I believe
that it’s an even greater awakening to the importance of not following a man but looking
only to Jesus.

A decade after Gothard resigned from IBLP, he still insists that many of
the charges against him are false, even publicly denying wrongdoing on his
website.

After 50 years of giving seminars on Basic Youth Conflicts in major cities across America,
and in other nations, with over two and a half million attending, a website was established
with the stated purpose of destroying me and the ministry. One of the founders of the
website wrote, “As long as Bill Gothard is at the helm, nothing will change.”

The founders of this website recruited young women who had been part of the ministry
twenty years earlier and convinced them that I had “sexually harassed” them. These same
women had written marvelous letters of gratefulness to me during those 20 years, thanking
me for “being their best friend,” “bringing about the turning point” in their lives, and
“giving the help and encouragement” that they will always remember. There was never a
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hint of harassment because there was none.

And Gothard hasn’t stopped working. He regularly publishes books,
articles, and curriculums with the same health and wealth message he’s
always preached. He credits his good works as the cause of God’s blessing
and the secrets that God has revealed to him in recent years as the cause of
his successful Christian life. Everything, even his relationship with God, is
still about his success.'®

Gothard insists he should still be in charge of IBLP. The leadership at
the organization have decided he is not above reproach, but he is still a
valuable Bible teacher. That’s why his resources and profile are still
available on their website. Meanwhile, dozens of women have charged him
with sexual harassment.!” The sheer number of women is overwhelming,
and I think their testimonies are too consistent to deny.



IBLP CULTURE AND SEXUALITY

In light of these accusations, I want to share how IBLP approached the
issue of sexuality and created an unhealthy culture for men and women. I
see three major problems with their approach.

An Unbiblical View of Sex

First, I don’t believe IBLP’s view of sex is biblical. The Bible teaches
that intimacy within marriage is not only acceptable, it’s good. It’s a gift.
Hebrews 13:4 says, “Let marriage be held in honor among all, and let the
marriage bed be undefiled, for God will judge the sexually immoral and
adulterous.” Young people need someone who will help them understand
that.

I worry that many young men and women who learn Gothard’s
principles are not learning what the Bible actually says about sex and
marriage. Because they are sheltered from the topic, they see sex as taboo,
dangerous, and embarrassing. When that happens, when sexuality becomes
the great enemy, it stirs feelings of shame. Making the issue of sex both so
powerful that it should be totally avoided and so taboo that it is
embarrassing, does not help anyone. In fact, it often encourages young
people to hide their desires and live double lives. Sadly, in my experience,
this is common.

An Unbiblical View of Marriage

Second, I don’t think Gothard’s views encouraged a healthy treatment
of women. Wives were pressured to smile and be upbeat at all times, no
matter what they were feeling inside. And they were told to not have any
expectations of their husbands.

Here’s one example of a time Gothard encouraged a wife to do just that:

Here’s a woman that has dinner all ready for her husband—six thirty. But no husband.
Seven o’clock. Still no husband. Seven thirty. Finally, quarter of eight, the husband comes



in. And by that time, she’s hot and the food is cold. And nothing tastes good that night
because she said, “He should’ve called me ahead of time if he’s gonna be late. He knows
he’s supposed to call me!” So nothing tastes good that night. So then let’s say, the next day,
that she follows this very important step: that evening, six thirty no husband. Seven, seven
thirty, still no husband. Finally, quarter of eight, the husband comes in and when he comes
in, she is thrilled to see him because she wasn’t expecting him at all! Now, I guarantee that
he’s gonna be aware of her new attitude. In fact, at first he’ll wonder what she wants and
then he’ll wonder how long it’s gonna last and when he sees that attitude lasting, then God
will begin to do a work in his life. Again, wives, and anyone under authority, that matter of
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gratefulness is more powerful, more important than you realize.

I used to think stories like this were helpful. Now I think they can be
dangerous—and hurt a lot of women. Such stories can make them think it’s
their job, and theirs alone, to keep the marriage together. In this instance,
Gothard was telling wives not to communicate their expectations with their
husbands. He was telling them to be passive. Simultaneously, he was saying
that the husband bore no responsibility to keep his word and be faithful to
his family. The husband was given free rein to behave how he wanted and
should only be encouraged by his wife.

I really believe this led to a culture where men felt a lack of
consequences for their actions. It’s sad because true leadership is servant
leadership. It is leadership that looks like Jesus, who served the church by
giving up His life for her. If a man truly wants to lead his wife, he must
selflessly serve her by considering her needs and caring for her well-being.
This is how Jesus cares for His bride, the church: “Husbands, love your
wives, as Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her” (Ephesians
5:25).

I’'m grateful that Jeremy models that Christlike love in our marriage. He
understands his God-given responsibility to me and our children. And he
does not expect me to be cheerful and put-together all the time. He doesn’t
make me think it’s my responsibility to care for his every need and not ask
him to help around the house or serve in any way. As I said previously, he’s
often encouraged me to express my feelings and opinions. That’s been hard
for me at times. Our marriage has involved a process of me disentangling
the truth—that I should respect, love, and honor Jeremy—from the lie that
I, and I alone, am responsible for the health and longevity of our marriage.

An Unbiblical Legalism



Third, I have concerns about IBLP’s legalistic approach. While the
Bible says the true evidence of righteousness is the presence of the Holy
Spirit and the fruit He provides—“love, joy, peace, patience, kindness,
goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Galatians 5:22—-23)—a
legalist says the true evidence of righteousness is obeying man-made rules.
In Gothard’s world, those rules were wearing the right clothes, listening to
the right music, eating the right food, and avoiding wrong activities.

Following man-made rules has the appearance of being righteous. But
they have no power to actually transform a life. It’s just like Jesus told the
hypocrites in Matthew 23:5: “They do all their deeds to be seen by others,”
he warned. “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you clean
the outside of the cup and the plate, but inside they are full of greed and
self-indulgence” (v. 25). That’s a powerful picture.

True righteous living comes from a heart that has been transformed. But
Gothard missed this. And the consequences were devastating. He told us
what clothes we had to wear, what our homes had to look like, and how
long our hair needed to be. He gave us lists for how to earn God’s favor
financially, physically, and relationally. He had the keys to success in the
kingdom of God. Or so he thought. But he couldn’t tell us how to truly live
a life that honored God because man-made principles are a cheap substitute
for true religion. And for Gothard, when you add his personal hypocrisy
with his unbiblical teaching, you get the picture of a man who resembles the
religious leaders Jesus was speaking to.

I think the message Jesus had for the abusive religious leaders of His
day is the same message He has for Gothard. Obsessed with outward
appearances and man-made rules, Gothard missed the whole point of
following Jesus. Sure, he was able to convince himself and many of his
hearers that they were godly because they followed his rules. But there was
evidently no actual power in his life and, sadly, in the lives of many who
followed him. The uncovering of hypocrisy shows that.

One of the hardest realities in my life is that my brother Josh very
publicly displayed some of the same hypocrisy as Gothard. He used his
platform, and even his job at the Family Research Council, to promote
some of the same ideas Gothard taught. But while he looked the part in so
many ways, the true Josh appears to be much different. He was living a lie.
Even though he claimed to follow Jesus, his actions gave no evidence of a
true love for the Lord, a heart changed by the gospel. Watching all the pain



Josh’s sin has caused not only shows me the danger of hypocrisy but also
reveals that external religion, a life of performance, has nothing to do with
following Jesus. Though I haven’t seen or spoken to Josh in nearly two
years, I still pray for him. I ask God to show Josh his desperate need for
repentance. I want my brother to be genuine and honest about his sin and
reject the hypocrisy that has been part of his life for so long. Only Jesus can
save him. False religion and man-made rules never will.

Gothard’s rules can’t transform anyone. They couldn’t even transform
him. Only Jesus can do that. What Gothard and my brother Josh need is a
new heart that only Jesus can give. That’s what I need. That’s what we all
need. Without a new heart, all the outward religious behavior isn’t going to
please God.

The fall of Bill Gothard is profound evidence that a ministry built on
man’s efforts and external righteousness will crumble. During the 1980s,
the heyday of IBLP, he was packing stadiums. Tens of thousands were
attending his seminars and IBLP was making millions of dollars from
donations, seminars, and literature.!® More than three decades later, the
organization now runs only a couple events each year with a few thousand
people. The budget has shrunk, with revenue being lost every year. Beyond
that, the generation of those raised in the movement, young people like
myself, are leaving in droves. They did not find true spirituality there, so
they have left IBLP behind.

Time and truth go hand in hand. Given enough time, someone’s true self
is bound to come out. It can’t stay hidden forever. When Gothard’s true self
was exposed, it disqualified his ministry. The teachings he promised would
bring success and victory didn’t. Not even for him. If the proof of
effectiveness is in the product, then Gothard’s life proves his principles
don’t work.



CHAPTER 12

My Post—Reality Show Life

We got the call on June 26, 2021, that TLC was canceling Counting

On. When the call ended, I wrapped my arms around Jeremy and cried.
Hard. So many emotions poured out of me that day.

I felt sad. Filming had been a constant in my life since I was around ten
years old. When the show was on break and the crews didn’t come around
for a few months, I missed the energy and excitement of interacting with all
the creative people. The producers worked with my family to come up with
ideas for episodes. It was fun to think of creative ways to give audiences a
glimpse into our day-to-day lives.

I didn’t mind when the filming complicated my routine. At least once, a
camera crew burst into my bedroom early in the morning, not knowing that
I was still in bed (because no one could keep track of where all the Duggar
kids were). As they set up for an interview or film session, I had to clear my
throat or say an awkward hello to let them know I was hiding under the
covers. They apologized sheepishly and scrambled to the door. If the
cameras were rolling, I couldn’t always read where I liked or walk down
hallways at certain times because it would interfere with a shot. Maybe I
had to come up with something to say during an interview or take a few
crew members with me when I went on an errand.

Moments like that probably would have been annoying or embarrassing
if I didn’t have such great relationships with the crew. Many had filmed our
family through all ten seasons of 19 Kids and Counting, then every episode



of Counting On. All those years on television provided job security for the
film crew, and they became lifelong friends for us. One crew member,
Scott, started working on the show as a cameraman. He filmed me on day
one, when I was just ten years old. After several years behind the camera,
documenting some of the biggest moments of my family’s life, he became a
producer on the show in 2015. Scott was there for the early days of my
relationship with Jeremy. He captured our wedding for the show. He even
came along with Jeremy and me to Australia for our honeymoon. In fact,
when we were trying to decide where to go for our honeymoon, we asked
Scott for a recommendation. He said Australia because it was the only
continent he’d never been to. So that’s where we went. Having him and the
rest of the crew in Australia with us didn’t ruin our trip. They gave us space
and privacy when we asked. They truly were the best part of filming both
shows, and not seeing them on a regular basis is the saddest part of no
longer producing episodes.

Alongside sadness that the show was ending, I felt grateful to have been
a part of it. I had countless wonderful experiences thanks to the show. When
the cameras were around, you never knew what the producers were going to
suggest. Skydiving. Eating exotic foods. Traveling to another city. My
parents couldn’t have afforded to take the entire family across the country
several times a year, much less overseas. There are dozens of places and
cultures I wouldn’t know anything about if not for the show.

Growing up on television taught me so much about production, content
creation, and filming. I was allowed to share ideas with producers. I could
recommend story lines and discussion topics.

I’m still surprised the show lasted as long as it did. In the early years,
my family assumed the show would last no more than a season or two. It
didn’t seem possible that that many Americans would be interested in a
family with our conservative values. Yet each year, TLC renewed the show.
For most of my life, that wasn’t a burden. But even though I enjoyed being
part of the show, I was also glad it was ending. In fact, I felt immense relief
on that day in June 2021.

For more than a year, Jeremy and I had felt it was time to step away—
not only for ourselves but for our children, Felicity and Evangeline. We
didn’t want our daughters to grow up on TV. We wanted to raise them out
of the public spotlight. At their age, they don’t get to choose to be part of a
television show. We didn’t think it was fair to make that choice for them.



For all the wonderful experiences I had on the show, there were also
difficult parts I couldn’t have imagined when I was ten years old. When I
walk out the front door of my house in Los Angeles, there are sometimes
photographers waiting to take pictures of me that they can sell to the
tabloids. I wish this didn’t happen, but I can’t stop it. All I can do is smile,
try to be polite, and go about my day.

Being on television, especially a show that celebrates conservative
biblical values, also gives people license to criticize you for moral failures,
big or small. In the case of my brother Josh, the fall has been even more
devastating because he claimed to be a man of Christian conviction. The
backlash against his actions has been, correctly, severe. Even if he weren’t a
public figure, he would still be in prison for his actions. But because
millions know who Josh is, his sin gives Christ a bad name. Those who
oppose Christianity can point to Josh as evidence that anyone who claims to
walk with Jesus is a phony.

When I was younger, I didn’t understand the possibility of all that
criticism. I don’t think anyone in my family did. We weren’t familiar with
celebrity culture and the way people both admire and criticize television
and movie stars. My parents had the best intentions when they committed to
the documentaries and then the show on TLC. They wanted to show the
world a positive, wholesome family that put God at the center of their lives.
It was impossible to predict how popular the show would become and
everything that would go along with it, including how being on television
can turn life into a performance. I think it’s good for me to be away from
that mindset.

Finally, I felt a mix of anticipation and excitement when TLC canceled
Counting On. In many ways, the show’s end was the last leg of a journey
that ten-year-old me could not have dreamed would occupy so much of my
life. I could hardly remember what it was like to not be on television. So
many of life’s big moments had happened on the show. I’d grown from a
little girl to a young adult to a married woman to a mother. I’d gone from
Arkansas, the only home I'd ever known, to Texas, and then to Los
Angeles. I’d become a Christian, then a pastor’s wife. So much of my
identity was connected to the show. It had consumed much of my time and
focus. Some weeks when I still lived in Arkansas, we would film almost
every weekday. With the travel and interviews required to film Counting
On, the show had a tendency to crowd out other interests and priorities.



Although filming had slowed down since Jeremy and I moved to California,
now that it was completely gone, there was going to be plenty of time added
to the calendar. I was looking forward to the future.



A GLIMPSE INTO MY LIFE TODAY

What does my life look like today?

These days my life is filled with relationships. Instead of talking to
millions of people through a camera, I’'m talking to one or two at a time in
my living room. Many members of my family have visited from Arkansas. I
love showing them around Los Angeles and taking them to our church.
Jeremy’s parents often visit from Pennsylvania. People I couldn’t have
imagined being friends with a decade ago now spend the night at my house.
That includes musicians who stay at our house whenever they visit Los
Angeles. They get a kick out of how unfamiliar I am with popular music.
Pastors and Christian leaders come over for dinner and stay late into the
night, filling our home with conversations about God and the Bible.

Since Jeremy and I serve in college ministry, hardly a week goes by that
we don’t have students in our home. Most of these young people have no
idea who my family is. They don’t expect my house to be perfectly clean or
notice if my children cry. Instead, they sit on our couch and share their
hopes and dreams, their problems and joys.

At first, this kind of honesty was hard for me to understand. When we
lived in Laredo, Jeremy and I were once speaking with a pastor friend of
ours. I was struck by his honesty and his willingness to be open with us. He
wasn’t afraid to talk about his weaknesses. It was an encouraging
conversation. I realized that I needed to be more like our friend: honest,
willing to ask for prayer. I’'m learning that the church should be full of that
kind of honesty. We are all broken, sinful, and in desperate need of grace.
As Pauline Phillips said, “A church is not a museum for saints—it’s a
hospital for sinners.”! Asking for help is not a sign of weakness. It’s a sign
of strength.

Not long ago, my friend Merilly Duncan, a godly woman at our church
who is married to our college pastor, Austin, came over for a visit. At the
time, I was going through a season of serious discouragement. Our daughter
Evangeline was less than a year old, and I think I may have been struggling
with postpartum depression. In the past, I would have smiled and told
everyone [ was fine while burying my weaknesses. But this time, I managed



to share what I was feeling, and I'm so glad I did. Merilly was not only
encouraging (and not at all surprised by what I was going through) but also
able to share practical tips to help me navigate that season.

I still tend to keep my struggles to myself. I don’t like to burden others
with what I’'m feeling. But I’'m learning that in the body of Christ, the
church, ’'m serving others by sharing my life, even the messy parts.
Honesty binds us together and brings the kind of unity the Bible talks about.

Though I would have always said church was important, and I attended
every week, I didn’t truly cherish the local church until I lived in Laredo,
then Los Angeles. Today, my pastor’s weekly teaching is life-giving, not
soul-crushing. Each week I leave with a better understanding of what the
Bible means and a bigger view of God’s character.

One Sunday not too long ago, Austin Duncan preached a sermon titled
“Are You Stricter than Jesus?”? The title alone was convicting. In Mark
9:38-42, Jesus’ disciple John saw someone casting out demons in the name
of Jesus and told this man to stop because he wasn’t one of Jesus’ disciples.
John made up a rule: only Jesus’ disciples could cast out demons. That
might seem right. Why would anyone not connected to Jesus get to use His
name to do something so powerful? But Jesus didn’t agree with John’s rule.
He had no problem with this man casting out demons in His name.
Likewise, Austin warned Christians not to come up with rules that aren’t in
the Bible. He told us not to believe we are following God when we are
really following a man-made standard.

Today, I’m still trying to disentangle those man-made standards from
what the Bible teaches. I still have feelings of guilt when I don’t read the
Bible as much as I think I should. Though I try to read every morning, that
doesn’t always happen. A child will wake up earlier than expected, or I will
sleep a little longer than I planned. My mind is prone to wander while I
read. I'm tempted to pick up my phone when I should be focused on the
text. In those times, when guilt wants to rise in my soul and condemn me, I
remind myself that the Bible doesn’t tell me how much I’m supposed to
read it. It does tell me to love it, understand it, and believe it. By not
condemning myself when I miss a morning, I’'m no longer being stricter
than Jesus. The same applies to other areas, like clothes, entertainment, and
relationships. The body of Christ is helping me untangle the man-made
standards and embrace God’s truth.



This season of life, one focused on investing in the church and
continuing this lifelong project of disentangling my faith, is in many ways
defined by our daughters. They are my number one priority. The days can
sometimes be messy and exhausting. My house is rarely as clean as I’d like
it to be, and there are lots of days I never make it out of the house or even
out of sweats. Yet I know this is exactly where I’m supposed to be.



WHAT I WANT MY DAUGHTERS TO KNOW

Being a parent has taught me many profound lessons about the Lord’s love
and care. I love my girls so much and will do anything to protect and
provide for them. Yet as much as I love them, my love doesn’t compare to
God’s great love for them. When thinking about God’s love, I often go back
to Matthew 7:7-11. Few passages of the Bible are more encouraging than
this:

Ask, and it will be given to you; seek, and you will find; knock, and it will be opened to
you. For everyone who asks receives, and the one who seeks finds, and to the one who
knocks it will be opened. Or which one of you, if his son asks him for bread, will give him
a stone? Or if he asks for a fish, will give him a serpent? If you then, who are evil, know
how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will your Father who is in heaven
give good things to those who ask him!

I want my daughters to know that God will generously love them.

I not only want to always be there for my children, loving and
sacrificing for them, but I also want to help them put fear in its proper
place. I want them to trust God. If they are going to live with more faith
than fear, they need to have a right view of God. I want to help them learn
who He is and why they should trust Him.

Not long ago, Felicity asked me, “Does God see everything I do?” I had
to fight back tears. I probably asked my mom a few questions like that
when I was four years old like Felicity. While I don’t know exactly what
my daughter was thinking at that moment, I know she was curious about
what God is like and what that means for her. At that moment, I felt the
weight of responsibility. I wanted to make sure my answer didn’t cause my
daughter to be afraid of God and forget that He is love (1 John 4:8). At the
same time, God does see everything, and He hates sin. Try explaining that
to a four-year-old! It’s not always easy to explain big theological truths to
children. But it’s important if I want to be faithful to the truth and help my
children avoid the same fear and misunderstanding that I used to
experience.

In the coming years, when Felicity and Evangeline ask me and Jeremy
questions like, “How powerful is God? Does He love me? Does He get mad



at me when I disobey? Does He like me?” I pray we will point them to what
the Bible says about God and encourage them to draw near to Him.

Over the past year, I’ve spent a lot of late nights at my computer writing
this book. Many of those nights, one of the girls would wake up because of
a bad dream. Evangeline—our two-year-old—Ilikes to move around a lot,
and sometimes she will wake herself up. She’s even gotten her foot caught
in the crib a few times. In those moments, I’ve needed to stop writing and
start caring for my girls. There have been moments of complete exhaustion
that have required all my strength and endurance. As Jeremy or I, or both of
us, lay with our girls and comfort them, I try to think about God’s care for
me. Despite my weaknesses, He is patient with me. Through all the
mistakes I’ve made, He’s continued to love me. I want to model that
patience and love with my girls. Right now, that means I have to be willing
to be interrupted, even with writing deadlines, and I have to be willing to
lose a lot of sleep! In the coming years, it will mean I’1ll have to listen more
as my girls tell me about their fears and hopes, dreams and anxieties. And
one day, it will mean I let go as they start their own families. No matter
what stage my girls are in, I want them to know one thing: the love I have
for them will never stop. And it can hardly compare to the love God has for
them.



HOW I HOLD ON TO JESUS

As I reflect on my journey over the past decade, part of me is amazed that I
am holding tightly to the gospel of Jesus Christ. Many of my peers who
grew up under Gothard’s teaching, or another strict religious system, want
nothing to do with Christianity. For years, they invested all their hopes in
man-made rules. Despite all that, they still discovered, as I did, that those
rules could never restrain their sinful hearts.

When they didn’t experience the blessed life Gothard promised, when
they struggled with purity, anxiety, and doubt, they questioned his rules.
They saw the hypocrisy. They were close with people who said they loved
Jesus but then behaved as if they didn’t know Him. This tore their faith
down to the studs, and they never built it back up with the truth. Instead,
they abandoned all religion. There’s a sense in which this is the easy route.
It’s less work to abandon the house once you’ve torn it down than to lay
another foundation and build it again, brick by brick. I can imagine a world
where I abandoned Christianity entirely and instead built a new life from
my desires. But that didn’t happen because Jesus saved me. His love
compelled me to keep trusting Him. I wish my friends knew that same love.

Speaking of His people, Jesus said, “I give them eternal life, and they
will never perish, and no one will snatch them out of my hand. My Father,
who has given them to me, is greater than all, and no one is able to snatch
them out of the Father’s hand” (John 10:28-29). I follow Jesus today
because He has placed me in His hand, and He will not let me go. He has
set His love on me, and He has said, “I WILL NEVER DESERT YOU, NOR WILL I
EVER FORSAKE YOU” (Hebrews 13:5 NAsB1995). I cannot give up on
Christianity because Christ will not give up on me.

Perhaps you are reading this book and you are not a Christian. Maybe
you reject the strict, conservative religious community that raised you, and
you picked up this book hoping I was going to tell you that I had turned my
back on my faith. You were imagining a story of enlightenment: a religious
girl raised to always wear skirts and never kiss boys became an atheist or
agnostic and now believes the Bible is nothing more than a collection of
fairy tales. Sorry to disappoint you. That’s not my story.



My faith is as strong as it’s ever been—not because Christianity tells me
the right way to live or unlocks some “key to success” but because I can
find no one more compelling, more lovely, more hopeful than Jesus.

When I look at the man-made rules I put so much hope in when I was
young, I see only emptiness. More emptiness and hopelessness would have
greeted me if I turned to the world, just as they’ve greeted so many who
have gone down that path. There is only one place to turn for the kind of
hope that never fails: Jesus Christ.

I can’t leave Christianity because only there can I find Christ. He is
worth it. If you’ve left man-made religion, don’t replace it with a religion of
your own choosing. Replace it with a person. Jesus. He is all that’s left—
and all I will ever need—at the end of my story of disentanglement.



CHAPTER 13

Disentangling Your Faith

When Jeremy wadas little—two or three years old—he found his

dad’s therapy putty and took it with him to bed. It was warm and fun to
squeeze. Not long after he fell asleep, the putty somehow became tangled in
his hair. As he slept, the cool air hardened the putty, molding it to his scalp.
Jeremy woke up early the next morning and snuck into his parent’s
bedroom while it was still dark. As soon as his mother, Diana, hugged him,
she could tell something was off.

The top of his head felt hard, like a giant scab. She jumped out of bed,
turned on the light, and saw, to her horror, that a hard block of dry putty had
become as much a part of Jeremy’s head as his hair or scalp. She couldn’t
simply cut his hair off and remove the putty. That wouldn’t detach it from
his scalp. She needed to somehow loosen the putty, then slowly unthread it
from her son’s head. She used olive oil, pouring it on his head until the
putty started to break apart. Then she spent an entire day, from five thirty in
the morning until the evening, pulling small pieces of the putty off her son.
The process was painstaking. It required gentleness to protect Jeremy’s
scalp. And it called for patience.

Diana first told me that story last year, not long after I started writing
this book. My story of disentangling my faith reminded her of what it took
to free Jeremy from the hardened putty. I love that analogy. Something
precious—the head of her child—was attached to a lifeless piece of clay.
The same could be said of my spiritual journey. I’ve spent the last decade



disentangling something precious—the truth—from the errors that were
attached to it.

In this final chapter, I want to talk to any of you who may need to
disentangle your faith like I did. Maybe you were not influenced by Bill
Gothard. Maybe you were. Maybe you grew up under teaching more
harmful than Gothard’s. Maybe you were even part of a cult led by an
abusive, manipulative man who claimed to speak for God—or even to be a
god. Whether you fit into any of those categories, or you’re simply
wondering if a leader you’ve always trusted is telling you the truth, I hope
this chapter is helpful.



SEEKING HUMILITY

For me, the journey from error to truth has been a humbling experience. I
had to admit that much of what I’d always believed was not just inaccurate;
it was unhelpful, even harmful. That wasn’t easy. To be honest, it was
terrifying. Maybe the hardest part was being willing to listen to the criticism
of what I had previously believed.

I had always thought that the best path through life was under Gothard’s
teaching. Maybe you, too, have been convinced for years that the only way
to please God is by following specific man-made rules from a particular
teacher. God had to humble me so I could see that all my effort was not
actually honoring God. You may be in a similar situation, ready to examine
your convictions and compare them to Scripture. That process is well worth
it. No matter who you are or where you come from, you need what I need—
what we all need. That’s humility.

Through this process, I’ve come to understand that humble people don’t
think too much of themselves, but they don’t think too low of themselves
either. Humble people know who they are, what they are good at, and what
talents they do not have. Romans 12:3 provides a great description of a
humble person: “For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you
not to think of himself more highly than he ought to think, but to think with
sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God has
assigned.”

Ten years ago, I don’t think I understood that. I thought I had life
figured out. I assumed my beliefs were superior, regardless of whether I
could find what I believed in the Bible. And I judged people who didn’t live
like me. Judgmentalism is a clear sign of pride. I still struggle with pride,
and I always will. But I'm grateful for the humility God is working in me.
He opened my eyes, as only He can, to see that I was thinking too highly of
myself. He gave me undeserved grace. As James 4:6 says, “But he gives
more grace. Therefore it says, ‘God opposes the proud but gives grace to
the humble.’”

Without God’s help, it’s tough to see our pride. In fact, I’d say it’s
impossible. If you and I are ever going to submit to God and His Word, we



need to begin by asking for humility. That’s a request I know God will
grant. After all, Proverbs 11:2 says, “When pride comes, then comes
disgrace, but with the humble is wisdom.” And I know that if I ask for
wisdom, God will give it to me. Ask God for wisdom. Ask Him to show
you where you may need to change. No one can step out of a false religious
system if they are unwilling to take that first step. That was what I had to do
to begin my disentanglement journey.



RECOGNIZING THE NEED FOR CHANGE

The second part of my journey was probably the most emotionally difficult
to take. I had to recognize that change was necessary and be willing to
admit that ideas I’d always believed were not true. Of course, no one likes
to challenge their beliefs. It’s unsettling. It fills life with uncertainty. It can
feel like an earthquake is happening and you aren’t sure what the ground is
going to look like when the shaking stops.

So how did I know I had to go through this disentangling process? How
did I figure out that my convictions had a mix of truth and error? First, I
needed to take a close look at not just what Gothard was teaching but also
how he was teaching it. When I did that, I realized he was using fear to
manipulate and control me.

I recently came across an article on the front page of Bill Gothard’s
website titled “Why So Many Teens Join a Cult.” Gothard gave five reasons
this happens. First, “cults thrive on a passive mind.” Second, they “appeal
to the lusts of the flesh.” Third, they “activate the fear of rejection.” Fourth,
they “instill lies in the gut brain of followers” (I think he’s talking about a
person’s innermost thoughts and desires). And fifth, they “use guilt to
deaden the conscience of their followers.”?

When I read that, I was surprised because all those points are true of
what he taught me, particularly the third and fifth points. Because the
community surrounding him was so tight-knit, it became impossible to
imagine life outside that world. The thought of losing my place in IBLP
was frightening. And as Gothard talked about all the ways my actions could
displease God and remove His blessing, he was activating a fear of God’s
punishment. He was using a fear of God to bring me back for more of
Gothard’s teaching. The only way to avoid God’s punishment was to obey
the basic principles.

I also understand now that when I was listening to a Gothard seminar, I
was being given more and more reasons to feel guilty—as the fifth point
suggests. His messages described all the ways I could fall short of God’s
standards. That instilled in me constant guilt. I wasn’t measuring up, so I
needed to listen to more seminars.



Gothard set up his teaching in a way that made me believe I couldn’t
navigate life the way God wanted me to without Gothard. As you think
about your spiritual life, ask yourself: Am I relying too much on the
opinions of men? Is someone serving as my primary source of truth instead
of the unchanging Word of God? If you come to that conclusion and are
willing to change, you have taken a huge step on your own disentanglement
journey.

Under the fifth point about cults on his website, Gothard said the way to
keep teens from joining cults is to make sure they are getting private
interpretations of the Bible: “The only way to freedom is for a cult member
to get daily Rhemas from reading the Bible, memorize them, and quote
them to God every night while going to sleep. During the night they will go
down to his gut brain and cleanse it from false teachings. Then the verses
will instruct his heart brain with wisdom (Psalm 16:7). His heart brain will

control his head brain.”?

This quote is from one of the many articles Gothard continues to post on
his website. It’s new material, but I see it as more of the same problematic
ideas he’s always taught. He is giving his readers more rules to follow. For
that reason, I believe his solution is more likely to produce guilt than to
keep a teenager from it. That’s what happened to me. The more I tried to
follow rules and failed, the more guilty I felt. As you’ve read this book,
maybe you’ve realized that you, too, have been influenced by someone
whose tactics were designed to produce fear, not freedom. If that’s the case,
I encourage you to study what the Bible says about the fear of God and
what Jesus does with our guilt.

I’m not saying that if you are going to disentangle your faith, you have
to stop listening to your pastors or teachers. That’s not helpful, and it’s not
biblical. Talking about spiritual leaders, Hebrews 13:7 says, “Remember
your leaders, those who spoke to you the word of God. Consider the
outcome of their way of life, and imitate their faith.” I always want to
encourage Christians to support, love, and listen to their spiritual leaders.
But as they do that, I also encourage them to compare what they are taught
to the Bible.

There’s a cool example of this in the Bible itself. The apostle Paul was
teaching a group of people called the Bereans. The Bible calls these people
“noble” because they didn’t blindly accept everything Paul said as truth.



They examined his teaching and compared it to the Bible (Acts 17:11).
That’s something all of us need to do.

If the people listening to Gothard had examined the Bible to make sure
he was teaching the truth—if they hadn’t been content to take Gothard’s
word for it—many would not have followed him. The same is true of any
spiritual leader. If you want to be sure your leaders are teaching you truth,
keep your Bible open and compare what they are telling you to what the
Bible actually says.

A big part of my disentangling journey was asking what Gothard was
using to motivate me. Fear? Threats? Guilt? Or love? Was he convincing
me that the only solution to my problems was to follow his principles, or
was he pointing to a solution beyond himself? A true leader recognizes that
he is not the source of all wisdom. He sees himself as a conduit to the truth
that existed long before he came into your life and will still exist long after
he is out of your life. Gothard believes he is the source of truth, and I used
to believe that I couldn’t reach my full potential without his teaching. But
the man I followed is a hypocrite who couldn’t even follow his own rules.
When I saw that, I realized something needed to change.



FINDING THE RIGHT SOURCE OF
AUTHORITY

The next step in the journey of disentangling God’s truth from error is to
find the right source of authority. In chapters 4 and 6, I talked about what
the Bible is and what it is about. I said it comes from God. It has no
mistakes. It is the beautiful story of how God created the earth, rules over it,
and has redeemed it through Jesus. What I didn’t do in those chapters that
I’d like to do now, is explain why I believe the Bible is what it says it is: the
words of the living God. Second Timothy 3:16 says, “All Scripture is
breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction,
and for training in righteousness.” A lot of ink has been dedicated to this
topic. Some people say the Bible is just a human book. Others say it comes
from God. I can’t write an entire book trying to convince you that the Bible
is God’s Word. Much smarter people than me have done that! But I can
explain why the Bible is my authority and why I think it should be yours.
First, I trust the Bible because it has proven again and again to be
historically accurate. There are hundreds of prophecies in the Old
Testament. Those are predictions people made about what was going to
happen in hundreds, if not thousands, of years. All of them came true.
Every single one. That includes the prophecy that the Messiah would be
born in a small town called Bethlehem (Micah 5:2). And the strange,
specific prediction that the Messiah wouldn’t break a single bone when He
died on the cross (Numbers 9:12). If you take the time to read what the
Bible says, you will discover all kinds of stories that can’t be disproven.
Second, I trust the Bible because it has changed my life. Reading
Scripture the right way has shaped me in profound ways. It’s changed my
perspective on fear, doubt, and pride. It humbles me, especially when it says
I am a sinner, incapable of doing any good on my own. As Romans 7:18
says, “For I know that nothing good dwells in me, that is, in my flesh. For I
have the desire to do what is right, but not the ability to carry it out.” The
Bible teaches me about what Jesus did. The Holy Spirit convicts me of sin



and changes my attitude, desires, and motives. I trust the Bible because I
have experienced profound change when I understand and believe it.

Third, I trust the Bible because of Jesus. The Holy Spirit has given me
eyes to see that Jesus is who He claims to be: the Savior of the world. He is
the Bible’s main character; He dominates every page of Scripture. And He
is compelling. No man could have invented the story of Jesus. It’s too
fascinating. Too rich. Too miraculous.

Jesus is the ultimate reason that Christians follow the Bible. Only there
can you and I learn about Him. Truth surrounds His actions and words. His
power is unmistakable. He is more real than reality itself.



ACCEPTING THE CONSEQUENCES OF
DISENTANGLEMENT

If you realize you need to disentangle from a fear-based system and look to
Scripture alone for guidance, there will most likely be consequences. This is
often why disentangling can be so difficult. Someone who is part of a tight-
knit religious community knows they will lose relationships if they question
what everyone around them believes.

People who come to Christ from a religious system that shuns those
who leave have sacrificed everything to follow Jesus. They are living
examples of what Jesus said in Luke 14:26-27: “If anyone comes to me and
does not hate his own father and mother and wife and children and brothers
and sisters, yes, and even his own life, he cannot be my disciple. Whoever
does not bear his own cross and come after me cannot be my disciple.”

Thankfully, my self-denial doesn’t look like losing my life. I’'m not at
risk of arrest because I’ve spoken out against Bill Gothard, his principles,
and the IBLP ministry. I also don’t think I will lose relationships with my
family. I’m thankful for them and pray we will grow even closer in the
coming years.

Still, I know that by rejecting the teaching of the community that raised
me, | may lose influence. I may not be invited to events and into homes.
Some may not appreciate that I’'m speaking out on this topic. Others could
assume the worst of my motives, or they will say that my husband, Jeremy,
is to blame. They’ll say I should never have married an outsider, a man
who, though a Christian and a pastor, didn’t believe all the same things I
grew up believing. They will assume he convinced me to change my
beliefs. While Jeremy walked with me through this journey, he always
pointed me back to God’s Word. And those words changed my heart. All
Jeremy did was encourage me to examine Scripture, think for myself, and
come to my own conclusions. Yet no matter how much I insist that this is
my own journey, some won’t be convinced that these are my convictions.

Whether you are deeply invested in a religious system or you have no
religion, you will likely face the same criticism if you challenge your



beliefs. So why do it? Why put yourself through all that conflict? Why
sacrifice everything, or even something, in pursuit of the truth? For me, the
answer is in Matthew 16. After Jesus talked about how His disciples must
deny themselves to follow Him, He said, “For whoever would save his life
will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it. For what will
it profit a man if he gains the whole world and forfeits his soul? Or what
shall a person give in return for his soul?” (vv. 25-26). Add to that passage
a verse that could be the theme of this book: John 8:32, which says, “You
will know the truth, and the truth will set you free.”



PURSUING JESUS

So why is disentangling worth it? Because when you know the truth, you
know Jesus. He is worth all the sacrifice. He brings freedom. He saves your
soul. He makes you like Him and, after death, will bring you to eternity
where you live with Him in heaven forever. He is far better than the
relationships you may lose, the influence you may not have, or the
community you leave behind.

In John 15, Jesus talked about what it’s like to follow Him. My life is
different, forever, because of this chapter, because I am not only a servant
of Jesus. I am His friend.

Greater love has no one than this, that someone lay down his life for his friends. You are
my friends if you do what I command you. No longer do I call you servants, for the servant
does not know what his master is doing; but I have called you friends, for all that I have
heard from my Father I have made known to you (vv. 13-15).

Disentangling your beliefs can be a lonely task. It’s easy to second-
guess decisions, to wonder if you are doing it right. There will be times
when it feels too difficult or complicated, and you will be tempted to give
up. I’ve experienced all of that in recent years. I’ve felt lonely. Confused.
Uncertain. During those moments, the truth in this passage was a life
preserver. It kept me afloat as I went through the storms of change. It
motivated me to keep disentangling for one simple reason: Jesus. Through
my journey of disentanglement, I’ve found my life becoming more and
more intertwined with His. He has made what I’ve gone through in my life,
and especially in recent years, worthwhile. As long as I stay by Jesus’ side,
He promises I will bear spiritual fruit. He has promised to love me forever.

As I’ve spent more time with Jesus in recent years, reading the Bible,
understanding that He is the main character, I’ve become more and more
amazed that Jesus calls Himself my friend. My friend. I would be happy to
be His slave. Serving Him would be enough. But as He said in John 15, He
chose me for something far sweeter: friendship. And because Jesus is my
friend, I can go to Him with all my questions, problems, concerns, and



failures. He hears me and responds with love. He laid down His life for me.
I know He also hears my prayers.

If the end of your disentangling journey is anything other than Jesus,
you’ve done it wrong. If your life is centered on anything or anyone other
than Him, then you need to start disentangling. As Paul said in Philippians
1:21, “To live is Christ, and to die is gain.” Jesus is worth living and dying
for.



TRUSTING GOD

I’ve started the last leg of my disentangling journey, but I won’t finish this
part of the trip until I reach heaven. For the rest of my life, I will fight to
trust God instead of myself. That doesn’t come naturally for any of us.
Especially not me. But in the end, it’s what all of us must do. We can’t trust
in any person or religious system. We have to trust in God.

When life is difficult, as it inevitably will be, we need to understand that
God has a good reason for allowing us to suffer. He also has promised to be
with us during the suffering. And when we are tempted to doubt our faith,
we can’t look to ourselves for assurance that we are on the right path. We
have to look to God’s character and the Bible’s meaning to figure out the
next right step.

In the end, that’s all disentanglement is: trusting God and taking the
next step in the right direction. As you untangle the lies from the truth,
Christ will be there with you, keeping you by His side until He calls you
home.
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