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366: Cheerful Doubting with Niki Hardy

I'm Emily P. Freeman, and welcome to The Next Right Thing. You're listening to episode 366.
This is a podcast about making decisions, but also about making a life. If you struggle with
decision fatigue, chronic hesitation, or if you just need a few minutes away from the constant
stream of information and the sometimes delightful but distracting hum of entertainment,
you're in the right place for discerning your next right thing. I'm an author, a spiritual
director, and an occasional workshop leader. I live in North Carolina with my family and
through my work I've helped thousands of spiritually thoughtful people overcome decision
fatigue so that they can discern their next right thing in faith, work, and life.

Today I'm so glad to talk with author, speaker and personal friend, Niki Hardy. Niki is the
author of three books, including her very latest release, God, Can We Chat? In this book, she
writes about doubt and faith at the same time. Whether you're a doubting believer, a
believing doubter, or you're not quite sure, we're going to get into what happens when we
come to the intersection of faith, doubt and skepticism. [ hope you'll listen in.

*k*

Emily:
Niki, welcome to The Next Right thing.

Niki:

Thank you. It's great to be here, Emily.

Emily:

I'm so glad you're here. Would you be willing to share with our listeners about the time we
first met in person?

Niki:

I knew you were going to ask me about this.

Emily:
It had to be done.
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Niki:

It did. It would've been rude not to. So the first time I met Emily, I was all terribly excited and
terribly nervous. So in my rather breathy voice, in my nervousness, I went up and I said to
you, "Hello, my name's Emily." And you were so, so gracious, Emily. You just took my hand
and said, "No, I'm Emily. Hello."

Emily:

And the thing is because I think I'd either been ... We were online friends already ish, so |
mean there's a world where your name could have also been Emily, but I knew that it wasn't
because I knew-

Niki:
I knew it wasn't. Did you? Did you know?

Emily:
Oh, it was so cute. I mean, what a great breaking of the ice, and you didn't even mean to.

Niki:
I know. Well, yes, I normally jump in into situations feet first and regret it, but anyway, that
was me.

Emily:

That was you. And here you are and I'm so pleased to have you today on the podcast to talk
about many things among them, your brand new book called God, Can We Chat? And you've
written about doubt and at the same time you've written about faith. And I would say for
those listening, even if we grew up in a faith that offered answers to every question like some
of us did, like you have a question and here's an answer from scripture, or here's a way to
trust God with it even if you don't know the answer. I would venture to say most of those
listening to the podcast right now have probably made at least some peace, if not a lot of
peace with the reality that asking questions in our faith is not taboo.

I think we've kind of gotten over that hump of people being afraid to ask questions, but
sometimes we're not sure what to do with that feeling of doubt that continues to linger, like,
okay, I feel free to ask my questions, but I don't know what to do with this feeling of doubt.
And you speak about how you've grown unsure in your faith over the last few years, but at
the same time more sure of God. How is that possible?

Niki:

It's such a great question because it is a bit of a conundrum. I knew when I wrote that
sentence, [ thought, I'm going to get questions about this. But really for me, faith
encompasses so much more than my single personal, intimate relationship with God. There
are so many extra pieces that go with it that can cloud my relationship with God if I'm not
careful. And it's the questions or the confusion or what's going out on in the world out there
or with the church at large, all the upheaval, and the disunity and hypocrisy and all the
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things that we see on a daily basis and just the suffering in the world, all that can shake my
faith. But my relationship with God has grown stronger and stronger, and of course they're
tied. It's not like they're two separate entities. As one grows, the other grows. But I have
found that I can be very close to God, but really unsure about all the extra bits if you like.

Emily:

I love that you mention the communal piece of it because I think sometimes when we think
about doubt, we are thinking about something kind of personal in our own room, in a room
by ourself. But the idea that sometimes ... | mean I'll speak for myself, sometimes I'm feeling
particularly, I don't want to say unfaithful because that sounds like I'm doing something
wrong, but when I'm having my own doubts, sometimes it is the community that brings me
back to seeing something [ didn't see before or I can sort of have faith in the collective
community of God when I maybe have lost faith in my own ability to trust. It sounds like
that's somewhat of what you're getting at.

Niki:

It is, and I think one of the biggest lies keeping us from engaging with our questions and
especially engaging with God in our questioning and our confusion is this lie that we are the
only ones. And when we enter a space that is very safe when it comes to having a curious
faith, very safe and open when it comes to being able to ask questions that we're not shamed
or guilted in any way, it can really be such a relief. And like you say, it can really help us see
other parts of things that we haven't seen before. It helps us hear God in ways that we can't
hear for ourselves. And so being in community can be so, so helpful.

Emily:

Niki, I would love it if you would share a little bit about your own story, whatever you're
willing to share, because I think it's helpful to hear ... We can talk about doubt kind of
theoretically as a concept, but when we hear how it shows up, not just in the circumstances
of someone's life, which I would love to hear some about that from you. But also how it
shows up in your experience, in your body, what does it feel like? Is it a thought? Is it
irritation? Is it a feeling? Is it frustration? So I'm curious if you'd be willing to kind of share
both these circumstantial things that lead to your own. Even writing a book called God, Can
We Chat? about God, faith, doubt and then what it looks like in your own actual physical
experience.

Niki:
Yeah. Be happy to, and I do share about this in the book, but I was someone who came to
faith in the first year that we were married, so we were in our mid-20s when we came to
faith, and came to faith in a church in London that was very open to asking questions and
digging into these kind of things. And curiosity and living in that mystery wasn't a problem,
which was a gift. I didn't grow up in my faith journey thinking that questioning or having
some sort of mystery was taboo, as you say, which was a gift. But we came over to America,
because yes, despite the accent, I'm not from these parts. We came over to Charlotte, North
Carolina to plant a church. We did all the church planting, pastoring things, but I had lost my
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mum to cancer and then I lost my sister to cancer and then I got cancer and it felt like the
heat-seeking missile of death had kind of locked in on me. And through that I questioned
God and I got angry with God, but somehow I still believed and I still trusted Him.

And then fast-forward another 10 or 15 years, and we were in the middle of the pandemic
and I was seeing world suffering in a completely different way. I was seeing the church in a
completely different way as it kind of hemorrhaged and everyone in our congregation
became an epidemiologist, a politician, a researcher, everything. And everyone had opinions
and we couldn't keep everyone happy, not that we really tried to, but it was very painful. And
then I started to look at the Bible and think, well, hold on. This doesn't ring so true anymore
and there's such great suffering in the Bible, and is it really okay God? And so I just had so
many questions and I remember I was on a walk with Charlie, a rather lovely but ridiculous
Goldendoodle, and I got to a point where I just felt so lost. And you asked about what that
feels like. It was this sinking feeling, it was an untethered, unmooring feeling in my body as
well as my mind. And I'm not the most emotionally in tune bunny on the mark so getting in
tune with some of these things is quite difficult.

But at that moment, I just felt incredible lostness. The only way I can describe it. And I knew
where I was geographically, but I remember coming back and Al, my husband, was having his
quiet time, and I rolled my eyes with the emotional maturity of a tween because I was like,
oh, he's still able to have his quiet time. That's so annoying. But he was playing Amazing
Grace that was playing over the speakers. And I remember listening to the words as I went
up to have a shower and the words, as we are also familiar with, "I once was lost, but now I'm
found. Was blind but now I see." And I just felt this sadness and this weight and this
realization that the opposite now felt truer. [ once was found, but now I'm lost.

And that's how I realized I hadn't lost my faith. I still knew and loved God, and my faith was
still precious, but it just was changing and I didn't really like that. Was it dying by 1,000
paper cuts? I wasn't sure. And so there was just this sense of unease and disquiet. Yeah, I felt
low. I felt low.

Emily:
And to point out, you came over from London to plant a church in Charlotte, North
Carolina?

Niki:
Bonkers. Only God would have an idea like that. Because I was like, God, really? There's a

pub on every corner in London and there's a church on every corner in Charlotte. But yes,
we did.

Emily:

And just to kind of rewind to that space, the amount of faith you had to have to make that
move, both of you, you and Al together to make that kind of move, it's almost like you had to
be so sure at least of your next right thing in those moments, well, this is what we really

The Next Right Thing with Emily P. Freeman
4



believe is our next thing to do. Did your mom and sister, were they diagnosed after your
move?

Niki:

My mom was diagnosed while we were in Oxford at seminary. And then Jo, my sister was
diagnosed about six years after we moved here. My mom lived in Vancouver, Canada. So
both times it was a long distance kind of caretaking job.

Emily:

Which I think is important to point out because it's not as though this moment in your
shower thinking about Amazing Grace and the flip of the lyrics was a one-time thing. This
was a slow burn and that there had possibly been fissures in the vessel long time coming
because one might ask why not while we're together? Why move me so far away? Or why
must we go through this difficult time as a family when we're not close together? And I know
sometimes those questions are unanswerable, but you can trace over the course of ... I think
we probably could all do that, over the course of our lives, those moments where we think
that probably was a moment when [ began to have some questions about the goodness of
God.

Niki:

And so many people tell me that either they're slow unraveling or they're slow ... Coming to a
place of lostness happens slowly over time, one event after another after another. Whereas
some people tell me that theirs was one big sideswipe, the loss of a child or a sudden
diagnosis, something that so shakes their world that it just unravels everything. And so I
think for different people, it can happen in different ways. And how we were trained to think
about God and our questions and what to do about them, what our next right thing is in that
place can affect it as well.

Emily:

That's an excellent point because you're right, I can see that in some ways in my own life,
but also in the lives of those around me. So Niki, I'm so curious to know in your own story
how you went from that moment in the shower to you saying God loves a cheerful doubter?
What is the through line? What is the path between those two? And maybe you could still
really resonate with the woman who was flipping those words of Amazing Grace. I imagine
that you probably can.

Niki:

Yeah, I can still resonate with her, not just because I remember that feeling so well, but I
believe doubt isn't something that we go through and then we're like, "Oh, good, I'm done
with that. Now I'm all good. And my faith is tied up with a pretty pink bow." I believe as we
step into more of what God has for us, questioning and living in mystery and learning to
walk with Him in and through that is just part and parcel of growing deeper in our
relationship with Him. So I resonate with her because she's still me. She's still very much me

and how I got to the place of being able to say, "Well, I really think God loves a cheerful
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doubter.” It was a bit of a process. I kind of retreated into myself for a little while and we had
... To set the scene, we had stepped down from leading our church. There was no scandal. It
was just time. God was calling us out. And He did so in quite an incredible way that's a story
for another time.

So we were now free on Sundays because Sundays keep coming around, especially when
you're church leaders to do the traveling and do all these things that we hadn't done. And so
we didn't land in another church for quite a long time, and we went through, both of us
really, times of feeling angry and resentful towards the wider church and confused with
God. But I remember Emily getting to this point where I felt like I had got to a crossroads or
to a fork in the road and down one path was doubt, and my questions and my confusion and
down the other path was faith, but neither felt right. I know you've talked about wearing
decisions for some time and to see what it feels like. And as I would wear the doubt decision,
it made me so nervous of, well, am I deconstructing? And will that lead to deconversion?
And I don't want to lose my faith. And that just felt like it wasn't entirely me.

But at the same time, faith and all that seemed to personify and the people that kind of were
the flag bearers for that, I was like, "I'm not sure they're my people either." And so I
remember the words of my dad, which were deeply annoying at the time. He used to say,
"Well, when you get to a fork in the road, ignore it." And of course I'd be like, "Dad, it's not a
teachable moment. What does that even mean?" But now I can see he was encouraging us to
look for another way. And so I just sat down and I said, "God, can we chat? Because I don't
know what to do." And that's when I was like, okay, now I can start the journey of chatting to
God about it and hearing His heart for me in these difficult questions that [ have.

Emily:
Which is not always, and for many of us is not at all, the instinct is when there's somebody
that you're not trusting, the last person you want to talk to about it is that person.

Niki:
Exactly.

Emily:
But somehow for you it sort of drew you in almost like when you go so far as to say doubt
and questioning God is a spiritual practice, one that we should engage on purpose.

Niki:

Yes, I know. I'm probably pushing a few people's buttons here, but I think for me that comes
from this place of pushing back on the narrative that we shouldn't doubt and that doubting
and questioning, especially questioning directly to God isn't good. It's at worst, sinful. That's
just not good idea. We are meant to have great faith. And Jesus does say, "Don't doubt, have
great faith." So I mean I was so encouraged that you said so many of your listeners are in
that place of already knowing that doubting and questioning isn't a bad thing because I was
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talking to someone last night who grew up in a church where having any sort of faith
wobble, doubt, question was just so awful. And she didn't feel she could ask any questions
because how it would be perceived and almost discouraged. So that's really encouraging.

But I do think this talking to God and this moving forward in our spiritual practice, it relies
on us hearing Jesus's words differently. So many of us hear that don't doubt as authoritarian
and condemnatory and judgmental. "Don't doubt. Have faith." But in Matthew 11 where he
says, "Come to me all who are heavy laden," in the message, I love it. It's like, "Come to me if
you're tired and exhausted and burnt out on religion, walk with me, talk with me, learn the
unforced rhythms of grace." And to me that speaks of a spiritual practice and to Him saying,
"Come on, don't doubt. I'm right here. Let's talk about it. You can have faith." And it's so
much more loving and encouraging. So for me, that spiritual practice is leaning into that
voice and saying, "Come on. Let's talk about it."

Emily:

A. W. Tozer says that, "The most important thing about us is what comes to mind when we
think about God." And I like to flip that and say maybe also, and the most important thing
about us is what comes to God's mind when God thinks about us. And your description of
Jesus's voice being one of encouragement, almost parental, of not kind of being a directive.
Don't doubt with kind of furrowed brows, rather in an invitational posture to invite us into a
place of acceptance and belonging. And from that place, we can believe that on some level
we're going to be okay. I love that picture, Niki, thank you so much for it. And I think it's
important to sit with, if nothing else ... If we sit with nothing else after listening to this
podcast, if you're listening to this now, I would say to ask yourself the question, dear
listener, is what comes to my mind when I think about God and what do I imagine comes to
God's mind when God thinks about me?

Because that really does direct so many of our decisions, so many of our, what we would call
a spiritual practice or not, what gets to count. Which by the way, speaking of spiritual
practice, you and I share a love of some unconventional spiritual practices. Not only doubt,
but when it comes to spiritual formation, I love some of the ways that you see the world. I
would love it Niki, if you could talk a little bit about what cultivating your own faith looks like
these days, both individually and in community?

Niki:

I think the things that are helping me cultivate my faith, and to me cultivating my faith
means growing that relationship with God and helping Him help me step with the Spirit and
be and do everything He's called me to be and do. And a lot of that, Emily, as you know,
happens in nature for me. A lot of walking and talking out in the woods and even here in
town, we have a tiny little postage stamp terrace and just the plants and looking at nature
and asking God what He wants to say to me through it. I like to say that God speaks as
mirror, mentor and message. He uses nature as a mirror of himself to speak to us, share His
message with us and mentor us into more of who He has us to be. So that's a lot of my happy
place on my own.

Communally, we've now found a church, which is wonderful, and it was amazing. On
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Sunday, I was listening to the sermon and the pastor quoted the Frederick Buechner quote
that I have at the beginning of the book, and I was like, wait, what? Has he read my book?
And he hadn't, but it was a sermon and he ended with, "In the end, we just don't know why
the people acted like they did, why it happened the way we did, and we have got lots of ideas
and people have had lots of hypotheses about this over the years, but ultimately we don't
know. We live in mystery." And I just wanted to go yes, because it enabled a community to be
able to live in that space and that helps me know I'm not alone. It helps me encounter God in
the midst of it. It helps me lean into Him and become more of who He wants me to be.

Emily:

I've learned so much from paying attention to the history of our own faith rooted really in
the Jewish tradition and the ways that they learned Torah was not about having the right
answers. It was about what are your clever questions? Maybe not clever in a cheeky way, but
what kinds of questions are you asking about this text? And that's what was really praised
was how can we engage this? Scripture was in many ways a starting point of conversation,
interaction and questioning rather than a period at the end of a sentence, which I think is
where we so often kind of leave it.

Niki, as we kind of begin to land our conversational plane, what might you say to someone
who is in the midst of their own kind of surrounded by darkness, surrounded by questions
that they desperately wish had answers to, or at least they had some comfort in the midst of
them, but they're just not there right now and may fear they never will be in a place of
feeling like they can be in the presence of God with any amount of peace? Do you have any
words of something, | want to say comfort, but sometimes that's not what we need? I'm just
curious what it is you might say to a person who might be there right now.

Niki:

I'd want to kind of pull up a chair and look them in the eye and first of all, say how sorry I am
because it is such a difficult place to be. We can spiral into such darkness and hopelessness
and feeling like things will never change. And I think what I'd want to encourage that person
is that however much they feel like that, God hasn't forgotten them and God does see them
and God wants more for them than they could possibly imagine. And I know that sounds so
trite, but I would encourage them to rather than turn away from God, which is so what we
want to do, because it feels like, well, God has let us down so I'm going to shield myself from
the person who, like you say, doesn't seem trustworthy after all. And I thought He had plans
to prosper me and give me hope in a future, but this doesn't feel good.

But rather to turn into Him, even if it's in anger, even if it's what the heck God? What is
going on? I mean, we just need to read the psalms and hear David and the others saying,
"How long? Where are you? Where's your mercy and your justice and your provision and
your goodness?" So I would encourage that person to lean into God to turn and face Him
than turn away.

Emily:
Beautiful. Well, before I ask you to read us out, just a little portion from God, Can We Chat? |
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have one more question for you, and it is, Niki, what is your next right thing?

Niki:

My next right thing is something that I am in the middle of, but I've also been putting off.
Emily, you know [ am all about developing and researching and reading about how we can
encounter God in nature and what that looks like and how I can help others do that. And so
my next right thing is to get that up and running. I call it Living Wildly Known and being and
doing everything God created us to be through nature. And I think my next right thing is
actually to get my butt over to Substack. I started, I dabbled and I was like, oh, too many
questions about how to bring my readers over and everything. So I'm on Substack as Wildly
Known. That's my publication, but hopefully by the time this airs, I will be on there with a
little more oomph.

Emily:
Yes, let us know if so and we'll link directly to you there, Niki, because as you know, I think
Substack is a lovely place to be, so I would love it if you were there more often.

Niki:
Thank you.

Emily:
Beautiful. Thank you for joining me today and like I said, we would love to hear you read just
a little portion from God, Can We Chat?

Niki:

I'd love to Emily. "Our goal is to grow closer to God, one doubt at a time and to find intimacy
where answers aren't clear-cut. It's to develop wisdom, trust, faith and discernment as we
walk out our faith in partnership with God. And the only way to do that is like Nicodemus to
walk and talk with Jesus through the mystery, willing, humble, and open to having Him
rewrite our doubt stories. God never promised to give us all the answers. He never promised
to share the reason for the heartbreaking doubt-inducing things that happen. He never
promised we'd understand Him, not even once we've walked through those pearly gates and
been given our proverbial harps and halos. The one thing God promises time and again is to
be with us always."

Emily:
Amen.

*k*k
Thanks for listening to episode 366 of The Next Right Thing. I hope this simple practice of
cheerful doubting can be just one more rung on the trellis upon which your rhythm of life
can continue to grow. Because while it's true, this is a podcast about making decisions, the
bigger truth is our daily decisions are making our lives.
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You can find Niki online at nikihardy.com or on Substack at nikihardy.substack.com, and
she's also on Instagram at niki.hardy. That's N-I-K-I.LH-A-R-D-Y. You can purchase God, Can
We Chat? wherever books are sold.

As always, you can find me online at emilypfreeman.com or on Instagram at emilypfreeman.
This episode was edited by the team at Unmutable and organized by Ashley Sherlock. And
don't forget, we have transcripts to all the episodes at emilypfreeman.com. Just click on that
podcast button at the top of the homepage and you'll find every transcript to every episode
we've ever recorded.

If you like what you hear here on the podcast, I would love it if you would be willing to leave
a review at Apple Podcasts. Even if that's not where you listen to your podcasts, that is a
place where a lot of people do listen and it helps them find the podcast. So if you like what
you're here, please leave a review.

In closing a few words from Niki in her brand new book, God, Can We Chat? She writes,
"Your doubts aren't the executioner of your faith. Your doubts are its teacher, guide and
coach. The strength of your faith isn't diminished by the strength of your doubts or inversely
proportional to them. You don't have to choose between faith or doubt. You can and do have
both."

Thanks for listening and I'll see you next time.
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