My Journey Story
by David Simms
It was the summer of 1997. Under a clear night sky, deep in the
North Georgia woods, a campfire crackled. In front of this fire,
a fervent young man, full of religious vigor and holding his
Bible high in the air, proudly preached the Word of God. He was
teaching a group of young campers about the love God had for
them and how God had specially made each and every one of
them in his own image. He challenged them to “put on the
whole armor of God” because the Lord had called them to be
faithful warriors for Christ.
This young Christian zealot also boldly proclaimed that
many of the ideologies these campers had learned in school
were wrong. They were in conflict with the teachings of “True
Christianity.” These young warriors for Christ had not evolved
from monkeys! No! If they had, then why do monkeys still
exist? No! Each and every one of them were descendants from
the first couple, Adam and Eve, who were created from the dust
of the earth, and breathed to life by God himself no more than
10,000 years ago. This was the absolute truth, and the bold
campfire minister preached it confidently and proudly.
Now, this particular Young Earth Creationist Christian
wasn’t a paid speaker like Kent Hovind or Ken Ham. He didn’t
have his own television show like Ray Comfort or Kirk
Cameron. No, that ardent preacher was 16-year-old me, David
Simms, serving the Lord as a camp counselor at an annual
summer camp hosted by my church — the same Southern
Baptist church where my father was the senior pastor.
I come from a long line of southern Baptist pastors. My
father, uncle, grandfather, and great-great-grandfather were all
pastors. Most of my extended family is also involved in the
ministry in one way or another. We have music ministers, youth
group leaders, missionaries, and choir members. That’s one of
the reasons why it was always a tradition at our three-day-long
family reunions to hold multiple worship and prayer services.
So it would be a bit of an understatement to say I was raised in a
religious household. From the moment I was born my training
in the Christian faith began. As it was written in Proverbs 22:6,
“Train up a child in the way he should go, and when he is old,
he will not depart from it,” so my family did.
From the time I could read I was studying and memorizing
passages from The Holy Bible. At the age of seven I walked
down the aisle of my church to publicly announce that I had
accepted Jesus as my personal Lord and Savior.
Growing up, since my father was the senior pastor of our
church, we were usually there multiple times during the week.
When we weren’t at church I attended a private Fundamentalist
Christian school where students were taught Young Earth
Creationism in science class and were required to read from the
King James Version of The Holy Bible. Throughout high school
and college I was a part of multiple church singing groups and
praise bands. I taught Sunday School, led worship services,
preached, and participated in street evangelism. I was doing
what I had been taught to do — using my gifts in the service of
Christ.
Through it all I never felt forced into any of it and I
believed this prescribed dogma wholeheartedly. I accepted the
indoctrination I received at home, at church, at school, and in
my extracurriculars. My world essentially revolved around
Christianity. And because I had shown plenty of aptitude for

being on stage in front of an audience, many people believed I
would follow in my father’s footsteps to enter the ministry
professionally. But, much to their dismay, that is far from what
eventually happened.
From a young age, I understood that people who made a
career in the ministry had felt called by the Holy Spirit to do so.
Even though I had an obvious passion for Christianity and had
known it to be the absolute truth, I had never felt such a calling
to follow that career path. It wasn’t as if I doubted the Holy
Spirit or its power to guide people. I fully believed that God did
operate in such a manner. But I also knew that God had not
revealed that “calling” to me.

I gladly devoted a lot of time to the church, however. The
photo above was taken just before I left with my youth group for
a mission to Mississippi in 1998. We went there to rebuild
homes that were damaged in a series of storms. I was only 17
years old and full of the need to do the Lord’s work.
During our missions we held prayer sessions as a group, and
we always included the people we were helping. We were
encouraged to share the gospel whenever we could. The adult
group leaders never failed to proselytize to both the homeowners and any passersby who could be approached.
After college I married my college sweetheart. We eventually moved to her hometown of Gainesville, Georgia, where we
were both active in her home church. We were regular participants in our adult Sunday School class and worship services. I
was even active in the church’s drama department as an actor
and scriptwriter for many of their Sunday morning productions.
We were doing what we had been trained to do since childhood
— be faithful followers and servants of Christ.
My wife and I also attended a weekly Bible study with a
group of friends. We would have devotional readings, intercessory prayer time, and discussions about Scripture. It was at one
of these meetings that I experienced a moment I will never
forget.
The group was discussing various ways in which God
reveals himself through people’s personal experiences. As we
went around the circle, every person there recounted a time in
their life when they personally experienced the working hand of
God. They told stories of magnificent moments when they
knew, beyond any doubt, that God was revealing himself to
them personally.

As I sat there listening to their stories of miracles,
answered prayers, and revelations, I probed my memory for an
equally remarkable story. Eventually, it was my time to share
with the group. I desperately wanted to recall a time when I
knew that I had witnessed God at work in my life. But try as I
might I became very aware that I could not reasonably attribute
divine intervention to any experience that I had ever had. I was
left without a satisfying answer, and I was seemingly alone in
this predicament.
Though this evening stands out in my mind even to this
day, at the time I didn’t read much into it. I blamed my faulty
memory and my fallen nature for not clearly recognizing God’s
hand in my life, and I wasn’t going to let this affect my walk
with Christ. My life would go on as it always had.
Then came September of 2008. The global financial crisis
began and the world economy was crashing. For a while I
thought my job and my family would be safe from the
economic fallout, but in March of 2009 I was laid off from my
job. Neither my wife nor I could find work. We found ourselves
with no income and mounting debt. We were in trouble.
Now, at this point in the story, some readers might jump to
the conclusion that because of this hardship and in emotional
defiance, I turned my back on God. But, in fact, the opposite
happened. For months after losing my job I stayed active in our
church, fervently participating in worship services, proud of
myself for continuing to trust in God’s boundless love and
grace.
However, there is a funny thing about being out of work.
You have more free time to spend doing other things like
reading and pondering the larger questions of life. Unbeknownst to my wife I began to internally question why this was
happening. As my job applications continued to be rejected
time and time again, and our situation grew more dire, I
questioned why God might allow his faithful followers to go
through such painful experiences. From what I had been
trained to believe since I was a child, the answer must be that
God’s plan was bigger than me. His plan was more complex
than I could possibly imagine. And, if I remained faithful, not
only would he guide me through this painful time but his
awesome and perfect plan would ultimately be fulfilled
because of it.
That’s when it hit me. This was God’s perfect plan? His
perfect plan, for some reason, included massive amounts of
suffering all over the world? And, apparently, he was incapable
of fulfilling his ultimate goals without it? The logical
disconnect of an omnipotent god and the requirement of so
much suffering was starting to become clear. But this still
wasn’t a breaking point for me. My doubts had to be wrong. I
had been trained to know they were wrong. I simply had to
seek the answers. That’s when I began studying. I examined the
problem of evil. I read the works of Christian apologists who
claimed to have solved this ancient conundrum. I also studied
the one book that I knew would have my answers — The Holy
Bible.
As a Biblical-literalist and a Young Earth Creationist,
I trusted that the Word of God was perfect in every way. It was
without error and would be my guide in answering the
increasing questions that I had. During this study, I finally read
passages that I had never read or paid close attention to. They
were verses that had either been intentionally skipped over by
every Sunday School teacher and pastor that I had ever known
or had been spun in such a way that they appeared more
palatable. I discovered that the God of The Holy Bible

endorsed slavery, as well as the murder of homosexuals,
disobedient children, anyone who worked on the Sabbath, and
anyone who was not a member of the faith. This was not the
God I knew. On the one hand I believed The Holy Bible could
not be in error. But on the other hand I also knew that no moral
being could ever, at any point in history, endorse such atrocities. Something was wrong. Could this “perfect” Scripture
contain errors? The armor began to crack.
Still I remained faithful to God, trusting that he would
reveal himself and make the answers clear to me. After all, if
God could reveal himself to Saul on the road to Damascus
certainly he could reveal himself to me, a faithful follower. If I
just sought after him I would finally have the kind of
experience that everyone else in my Bible study group had
testified to experiencing. I would know beyond any doubt,
through my own personal revelation from God, that the Lord
Almighty was guiding me. So my diligent search for answers
continued.
In late 2009 I happened upon videos and articles from
Matt Dillahunty, an atheist activist based out of Austin, Texas.
I watched episodes of The Atheist Experience, a live call-in
show that Dillahunty co-hosted, and I found myself yelling at
the atheists who were featured. I heard Dillahunty’s responses
to theist callers and thought to myself that he just didn’t
understand Christianity! He didn’t understand the God — the
God that I loved and worshipped.
The more I watched Dillahunty, the more I heard him
routinely ask callers, “Do you care if your beliefs are true?”
He would usually go on to explain, “Do you want to have as
many true beliefs and as few false beliefs as possible?” I knew
how to answer that question. I did care if my beliefs were true.
Because I cared, I wanted to ensure that I had good reasons
for believing the things that I believed. I wanted a good
methodology for differentiating between beliefs that are
justified and those that are not. Even though I had been trained
all my life to repeat “I believe based on faith,” I knew that was
not the sufficient justification that I needed. After all, every
other religion besides mine also based their beliefs on faith. I
certainly thought that they were all wrong. How could I
possibly use the same basis for my beliefs? I had no way of
reliably distinguishing between a “proper” application of faith
and an “improper” one. I realized that faith was not a
methodology for seeking truth.
If my Christian beliefs were true, they needed to be
supported by more than simple faith. I needed to find real,
valid, and reliable justifications. And I needed to start by
scrutinizing my most foundational belief — the belief that a
God does actually exist.
I examined the cosmological, teleological, and ontological
arguments for the existence of God. I read apologetics and
counter-apologetics for all of the classical arguments. Yet the
more I studied the more I was shocked by what I found.
Nothing!
I spent month after month trying to find the justifications
for my beliefs. Nevertheless, I came up with nothing. Every
single argument that I could find in favor of the existence of a
god was filled with logical fallacies and unwarranted assumptions, thus they were neither valid nor reliable. It wasn’t simply
that I could not support belief in the Christian God. I could not
rationally justify belief in the existence of any god whatsoever.
I never thought of myself as one given to irrational
thinking. I didn’t believe many supernatural or unsupported
claims like ghosts, psychics, cryptozoology, or even miracle

healings from Christian televangelists. I practiced healthy
skepticism to such claims, and I found no evidence to support
them. But I had never applied that same standard to my own
religious indoctrination. I realized that I had spent my entire
life compartmentalizing my religious beliefs, protecting them
from rational scrutiny.
Once I applied the tools of skepticism and critical thinking
to my belief in a god, I finally heard myself utter words that
most Christians simultaneously fear, loathe and pity the most
— “I am an Atheist.” I had no reason to believe in the
existence of any gods.
In one surreal moment, those words actually came out of
my mouth. It was as if everything and everyone began to
look different from that point on. When your entire worldview
for almost 30 years has been shaped by an ideology that you
are no longer convinced is true you begin to see things from a
new perspective. It’s a radical departure from the way you
previously made decisions and even from the value you placed
on your life in the present. It also forces you to reevaluate
the way in which you view people, especially those whose
lifestyles you once held in contempt because your religious
dogma commanded you to. When your most foundational
belief is discovered to be wholly unjustified, it becomes
necessary to rebuild your worldview from the ground up.
This earth-shattering shift in one’s perspective could be a
terrifying experience. But for me it was entirely freeing. I had
a new lease on life and a much greater appreciation for the life
I had yet to live. And it was all because I came to a point in my
life where I was finally willing to honestly examine my most
cherished and closely-held beliefs.
Of course, that is not where my journey ended. Since deconverting a whole new world has truly opened up to me. I
want to learn as much as I can now about it. I finally
understand that the search for answers to life’s biggest
questions is never complete. While I remain open to evidence
of the existence of gods, just as I would be open to evidence of
any discovery, I have finally equipped myself with the tools
and willingness to skeptically examine any and all such claims.

Ultimately, my story comes down to this: I care if my
beliefs are true. That is why I must question with boldness and
follow the evidence where it leads.
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Georgia. After spending almost 30
years as a fundamentalist Southern
Baptist and Young Earth Creationist, he
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“The hands that help are better far than lips that pray.” ~ Robert Green Ingersoll
The above Robert Green Ingersoll quotation is the motto of the Freethought Society’s (FS) Helping Hands Committee. FS
recognizes the good deeds and community service of the following two nontheists who donated their time for helping others.
Please visit the FS website for more information about the Helping Hands Committee’s past, present, and future work and consider
volunteering for the many opportunities available including Secular Week of Action events and senior citizen house helpers.
Pictured left is Kimberly Ellingson, a resident
of Raleigh, North Carolina and FS supporter. She
personally delivers The Freethought Society
News to Frederick Ellis, who is living at the
Fremont Rest Center in Fremont, North Carolina.
He is openly atheist. Her visits bring a lot of joy
into his life and she feels the same benefit. “We
will all be senior citizens someday,” Ellingson
says. She is hopeful that other like-minded
people will be inspired to help nearby seniors.
David Simms is pictured right. He regularly
visits sick children at both the Children's
Healthcare of Atlanta-Egleston Hospital and the
Scottish Rite Hospital dressed as characters such
as Superman and Captain America. He also
participates in charity events with the Cosplay
Volunteers of Atlanta.

