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Faith on Trial

According to a 2016 article published in The 
Atlantic, employees of all ages are unhappy 
with their work. Jim Harter, Gallup’s chief 
scientist for workplace management and 
well-being, weighed in, and his views were 
summed up in the article this way: 

Those in midlife are slightly unhappier 
than those of other ages, and for different 
reasons. Harter says they are particularly 
likely to complain of feeling “locked into” 
their careers—stuck in neutral as their 
junior colleagues zip along. Although the 
mid-career slump cuts across industries 
and income levels, he notes that college-
educated employ-ees report greater 
unhappiness than do those who stopped at 
high school. He believes that highly 
educated people may have higher 
expectations, and may therefore find 
career dis-appointments more bitter. 

Skip Masback is the founder 
and director of the Yale 

Youth Ministry Institute at 
Yale Divinity School and the 
Associate Director of the Yale 

Center for Faith & Culture.
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Employees who are unhappy in their jobs hurt productivity, and 
“Gallup has found that, compared with engaged employees, actively 
disengaged workers of all ages are far likelier to report stress and 
physical pain. They have higher cortisol levels and blood pressure, 
and they are nearly twice as likely to be diagnosed with depression or 
to call in sick.”7

Skip Masback is one of those highly educated people who found 
that the career he had worked so hard to excel in no longer fulfilled 
him. Fourteen years into his highly successful career as a corporate 
and public-interest litigator, Skip had a “look in the mirror” experi-
ence that drained the meaning and purpose from his work. There 
didn’t seem to be any prospect that the long years of exhausting work 
would lead to the life of fulfillment and meaning he had imagined. In 
the midst of the emotional suffering that followed, an encounter with 
Jesus brought Skip assurance and hope that led to a profound change 
of vocation. He left his law practice to study Scripture, to take night 
courses at Georgetown University, and then to enter Yale Divinity 
School to prepare for ordination. He became the youth minister and 
then senior minister of one of the largest churches in Connecticut for 
nineteen years, supervising youth ministries that grew to serve more 
than seven hundred children.

When he experienced a call to help other churches build trans-
formative youth ministries in 2013, Skip resigned from his pastorate 
and joined Professor Miroslav Volf as the managing director of Volf ’s 
Yale Center for Faith and Culture at Yale Divinity School. Skip is the 
founder and director of the Yale Youth Ministry Institute. His passion 
is to train youth ministers and resource transformative youth 
minis-tries throughout the United States and beyond. Skip has 
twenty-five years of experience in parish ministry, church 
revitalization, and ministry to youth. 
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Here is his story.

Lord knows my mom had tried. She cherished the Bible-centered 
formation she had received in her little Manchester, Georgia, Baptist 
church, and she was determined to find the same experience for her 
children. Never mind that she and my dad had moved from Geor-
gia to New York—she just kept scouting churches until she found 
an American Baptist church founded by fellow Georgians who had 
moved north from Atlanta.

I loved that little church. It was a wonderful expression of what 
Atlantans used to call the “New South”: conservative enough to 
emphasize “old school” biblical education but liberal enough to par-
ticipate in the civil rights movement and welcome the Rev. Dr. Martin 
Luther King Jr. to its pulpit in 1958.

Sunday mornings were filled with Bible memorization games and 
prayer, Sunday afternoons and evenings were reserved for junior and 
senior high fellowship groups, and Wednesday nights saw us back 
in church for junior choir practice. I can still remember the raised 
sandbox of my nursery school room, the smell of the fellowship hall 
on Sunday morning, and the Southern accents of the moms and dads 
who taught my Sunday school classes.

Questioning the Message
But all the maternal determination in the world couldn’t guar-

antee a seamless transmission of the faith. When my ninth-grade 
English teacher assigned readings in Edith Hamilton’s Mythology: 
Timeless Tales of Gods and Heroes, an agnostic light bulb flickered on 
in my mind: Maybe myths are only placeholders to explain mysteries 
beyond the reach of reason? Maybe we believe in sun gods until we 
understand astronomy, crop gods until we understand agriculture, 
and war gods until we understand anthropology? Maybe we hold on 
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to our Christian stories only because we haven’t yet figured out our 
first origins and our ultimate destinations?

I didn’t presume to know the answers to these ultimate questions, 
but I remember thinking that human reason was like a light of truth 
that was steadily advancing to illuminate all of reality. It seemed more 
“heroic” to stand courageously before the receding shadows of the 
unknown than to cling to the transient comfort of myths. After all, I 
wouldn’t want to have been the last human to believe in a rain god, 
and I didn’t want to be the last one to believe in a creator God.

Of course, none of this reduced my weekly round of church activ-
ities. My Southern mom wasn’t much into asking my brothers and 
me if we wanted to go. We just went to church. That’s what our family 
did. I may have squirmed some when the pastor turned to stories 
of virgin birth or resurrection, but I still loved the sense of commu-
nal fellowship, the space for ethical reflection, the care of the young 
adults who led our youth groups, and the weekly games of touch foot-
ball in the church parking lot.

By the time I got to high school, my classmates and I were flow-
ing with the currents of youthful idealism—currents that swelled into 
tidal forces when I entered college in 1969. We were engaging the 
heady ideas of an “Enlightenment” education in the classroom and 
pouring our energies into the twin causes of “peace and freedom” 
on weekends. Like many of my college classmates, I marched on 
Washington, protested in New Haven, worked on the student strike, 
“cleaned for Gene” McCarthy, and went door to door campaigning 
for George McGovern.

I don’t think I went to church one time in four years of college … 
except when I was home on vacation. My mom still wasn’t much into 
asking if I wanted to go to church. We just went.

Professional Exhaustion amidst Personal Plenty
My passion for social justice issues inspired a turn to law school 

and then the practice of law in a Washington, DC, firm with a 
national reputation for public-interest lawyering. Because I was now 
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a husband and father, my maturing aspirations included being (1) a 
good husband, 2) a good father, 3) a servant of the public interest, and 
4) an ethical lawyer.

Christian faith and identity weren’t on my list, but I had married
a woman of deep Christian faith. If I had been going to church while 
growing up to keep my mom happy, I was going to church now to 
keep my wonderful wife happy.

For fourteen long years, I poured my best energies into pursu-
ing an elusive balance of family, work, and worthy causes. An annual 
round of all-nighters and long weekends working on cases yielded 
flourishing corporate and pro bono litigation practices that may have 
glittered to outsiders, but inside I was slowly hollowing out, worn 
down and contorted by the toll. When a crisis led to a proverbial 
“look in the mirror,” I found myself dissolving in tears.

I recognized that if I were to die in my sleep, the epitaph wouldn’t 
approach the goals I had set for myself. I had the most wonderful 
wife and family in the world, but you can hardly be a good husband 
or father when you are so often on the road taking testimony, sleep-
ing on a cot at the office, staggering home after the kids have gone to 
sleep, and heading back to work before sunrise. One morning, my 
son had struggled out of bed at 6:30 and raced into our bedroom only 
to ask my wife, “Has Daddy gone home already?”

I could roll out a list of meaningful public-interest cases I had 
handled, but the ever-expanding load of commercial cases always 
pressed the pro bono work to the margins. And, while I never vio-
lated the letter of legal ethics, the intensity of our litigation often 
meant edging too close to the spirit of those boundaries.

Simply put, after seventeen years of exhausting effort, my life had 
become distorted; it no longer made sense. Moreover, as a name part-
ner of a firm whose soaring income ran just a lap ahead of its soaring 
expenses, I didn’t see any way off the hamster wheel. I couldn’t slow 
down, I couldn’t stop, and the relentless pace offered little prospect of 
living the life I had envisioned.

I don’t know whether the right label for what I experienced next 
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is “spiritual crisis” or some form of depression. All I know is that I 
couldn’t stop crying. Well, I didn’t actually cry while my wife and 
kids were awake. They were always a balm. But day after day, I found 
myself crying on the Washington Metro as I rode to work, and night 
after night, I found myself quietly crying myself to sleep.

At first, I presumed I could work my way through the crisis with 
the same tools and tenacity that had served me well with other chal-
lenges. I delegated more work to junior partners and associates. I 
hired a chauffeur so I could sleep on the way to and from work. I 
walked our three miles of bridle trails before work each morning. I 
even learned a secular meditation form, meditating on the number 
one. Nothing worked. I was buoyed by time I could spend with my 
warm, supportive wife and kids, but my cases still made it hard to 
get home. And I was still weeping all the way to work and all the way 
home.

A Life-Changing Event
One day, an evangelist working a Washington Metro station 

shoved a tract containing Bible excerpts into my hand, and I absent-
mindedly folded it into my wallet. There it remained, wadded up and 
unread, for weeks. I doubted there was a God waiting to answer any 
prayer the Scriptures might inspire. And, even if there were a God, I 
figured that God would know my pleas were born out of desperation 
rather than faith.

Then again, I was desperate, and I had exhausted every other 
tool, technique, or trick I could think of to arrest my slide. One day, 
as my morning train wended its way downtown, I finally reached into 
my wallet and slipped the tract out. At first, the listless exercise of 
scanning excerpts seemed just as pointless as I had expected: “No, 
this verse seems meaningless … No, this claim is incredible … No, I 
don’t even understand what this story means.”

But eventually I came to the Nativity story in Luke’s gospel—
the story most churches enact in their Christmas pageants. And as I 
scanned the verses, I came to the account of the shepherds:
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And there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the 
field, keeping watch over their flock by night. And, lo, the angel 
of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone 
round about them: and they were sore afraid. And the angel 
said unto them, Fear not: for, behold, I bring you good tidings 
of great joy, which shall be to all people. (Luke 2:8–10 KJV)

As I read the words “And the angel said unto them, Fear not,” 
something happened. I wish I were a gifted enough writer to articu-
late for you that “something” with precise, fresh language. But I have 
never understood what happened with precision, and I don’t have 
the talent to summon words that don’t sound pretty much like every 
other heartfelt “testimony” I’ve rejected as incredible over the years.

All I know for sure is that there came a moment when I realized 
that I wasn’t crying anymore. As the train clicked and clacked along 
the tracks, I was overtaken by a new sense of calm, a peace. I didn’t 
jump up and cry, “Thanks be to God—I’m saved!” I just sat silently, 
savoring the immense relief of the absence of anguish.

Except, even as my shoulders relaxed into the relief of the 
moment, my mind kicked into litigation mode, scanning the evi-
dence of what had just happened. Running a quick forensic checklist 
seemed to surface three broad possibilities. Had Yahweh, creator of 
everything that is, suddenly reached into a Washington Metro car to 
heal a suffering mind? It felt just like that. Or perhaps all I could say 
for sure is that I had been drawn into a transcendent encounter with 
a spiritual power beyond human description. Maybe my personal 
understanding of a biblical God was just a consequence of having 
been raised in a church. Or maybe my experience was a psychologi-
cal phenomenon, a series of neurons firing at the intersection of my 
mental suffering on the one hand and all those Bible verses I had 
memorized as a kid on the other.

I realize this story might read better if it were simpler, if I could 
just testify to the healing power of God and close by giving thanks 
for His steadfast love. But that’s not how I understood my experience. 
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The experience was simple: I was no longer crying. I was at peace. 
But the explanation, the source, of that experience was not simple. It 
was ambiguous, and my litigator’s instincts told me that no amount of 
rehearsing the evidence was ever going to resolve the ambiguity. All I 
knew for sure was that something had happened. Something conse-
quential. Something comforting. Something wonderful.

It was wonderful, but it proved to be passing. By the next day, I 
could feel myself slipping back toward the abyss. Reaching into my 
wallet, I pulled out the fraying tract and thumbed through to Luke’s 
Nativity story. Sure enough, the angel’s “Fear not” again restored 
peace to my soul.

Jesus on the Metro Train
For some days, my commutes were marked by the same pattern. 

Every time I felt myself slipping, I read my way through the angel’s 
pronouncement of Good News to the shepherds. Every time I read 
the passage, I felt my soul restored. Of course, it’s not a very long 
passage, so within a few days, I had committed the passage to mem-
ory. Now I found myself riding back and forth to work, eyes closed, 
steadily repeating the passage like a mantra to hold back the darkness.

One day, I opened my eyes in the midst of my recitations to see 
Jesus sitting calmly on the Metro seat facing mine. He looked pretty 
much the way He’s pictured in popular paintings (minus the blue eyes 
and blond hair). He had long hair and a beard and was wearing the 
familiar simple robe and sandals. All I remember Him saying was 
some gentle words of assurance: “Skip, do not be anxious. I am going 
to take care of everything.” As quickly as He had come, He was gone.

I sat for a long while resting in the peace His words had invoked. 
But soon enough, my mind was running its forensic trap line again. 
Had Jesus, the Son of the Most High, just appeared on the Washing-
ton Metro and “saved” me, just as promised by the faded signs on 
Southern tobacco barns? It felt just like that. Or maybe I had just 
recited my little Bible verse so many times that I had drifted into a 
daydream. Perhaps, but wouldn’t that be like the visions recorded in 
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Scripture? Or maybe I had fallen asleep in mid-recitation, but again, 
wouldn’t that be like the dreams experienced by the Josephs and 
Jacobs of Scripture?

The Mystery of Transformation
No amount of rehearsing the encounter resolved the mystery, and, 

again, my litigator’s instincts told me that no amount of analysis was 
ever going to resolve the ambiguity. But this thought led to another: 
Maybe religious experiences are almost always inherently ambigu-
ous. Maybe even the great epiphanies of Scripture were ambiguous 
when first experienced—before the process of telling and retelling the 
stories over centuries smoothed out the rough edges and filled in the 
ambiguities with certitude.

In fact, maybe every human community that has ever walked 
the ups and downs of life together has experienced variants of such 
encounters in ways that strengthened them in times of trial, lifted 
hope in times of despair, and added radiance to times of joy. Every 
community, that is, except for my little demographic fragment of 
skeptical yuppies who had decided we were too smart for it all and 
had managed to maroon ourselves in the wilderness, cut off from 
God.

I knew I couldn’t explain what had happened, but neither could I 
let it rest. The encounter set me off on a furious faith quest to recon-
cile what my heart knew was one of the most important experiences 
of my life and what my head said was impossible or worse.

I didn’t know where my faith quest would lead, but I knew that 
if my journey ever led to finding a way to make peace between my 
believer’s heart and my skeptic’s mind, then it would lead to a minis-
try. It probably wouldn’t be a ministry to folks of orthodox or settled 
faith. They might not understand, and they almost certainly wouldn’t 
be helped by the fruits of my struggles. More likely, it would be a min-
istry to folks puzzling over their own faith, or searching for their own 
answers, or wondering whether to trust the little ambiguous experi-
ences they had had for themselves.
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My journey since Jesus promised, “Skip, do not be anxious. I am 
going to take care of everything,” has not always been easy. But Jesus 
has kept His promise through good times and bad for twenty-eight 
years and counting. Thanks be to God.

As a pastor, there are a lot of Bible verses Skip has turned to for 
strength and comfort; those shown below are just a few of his favor-
ites. The first verses listed, Luke 2:8–10, are the ones he mentioned in 
his story in which the angel told the shepherd, “Fear not.”

And there were in the same country shepherds abiding in the 
field, keeping watch over their flock by night. And, lo, the angel 
of the Lord came upon them, and the glory of the Lord shone 
round about them: and they were sore afraid. And the angel 
said unto them, Fear not: for behold, I bring you good tidings 
of great joy, which shall be to all people. (Luke 2:8–10 KJV)

The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He maketh me 
to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still 
waters. He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of 
righteousness for his name’s sake. Yea, though I walk through 
the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou 
art with me; thy rod and thy staff, they comfort me. Thou 
preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: 
thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. Surely 
goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: 
and I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever. (Psalm 
23:1–6 KJV)

God’s Love in Christ Jesus
What, then, shall we say in response to these things? If God 
is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his 
own Son, but gave him up for us all—how will he not also, 
along with him, graciously give us all things? Who will bring 
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any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is God 
who justifies. Who then is the one who condemns? No one. 
Christ Jesus who died—more than that, who was raised to 
life—is at the right hand of God and is also interceding for 
us. Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trou-
ble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or 
danger or sword? As it is written: “For your sake we face 
death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be slaugh-
tered.” No, in all these things we are more than conquerors 
through him who loved us. For I am convinced that nei-
ther death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the 
present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor 
depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to sepa-
rate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord. 
(Romans 8:31–39)

The New Life in Christ
Therefore, I urge you, brothers and sisters, in view of God’s 
mercy, to offer your bodies as a living sacrifice, holy and 
pleasing to God—this is your true and proper worship. Do 
not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed 
by the renewing of your mind. Then you will be able to test 
and approve what God’s will is—his good, pleasing and per-
fect will. (Romans 12:1–2)

My Thoughts on Skip’s Story
One of the aspects of Skip’s story that I find interesting is how he 
tried so hard to intellectually explain his spiritual experience. A lot of 
people of faith do this; they try to find the logic in God’s superhuman 
power, and they just can’t do it. Skip said, “My litigator’s instincts told 
me that no amount of analysis was ever going to resolve the ambi-
guity.” This is the case with a lot of highly intelligent and educated 
people. There comes a point when they must simply accept God’s 
omnipotence, omnipresence, and omniscience.



152

I think Skip’s unique experience has an important place in our 
church community. While some people accept Jesus Christ as their 
savior as children and then lead long, happy lives as Christians, that 
isn’t the case for everyone. Skip’s story is a reminder that sometimes it 
takes a lot of questioning and reconciling before we accept Christ. But 
after going through that frustrating type of struggle with ourselves, it 
is a blessing when we finally surrender attempts at ironclad logic and 
reason and accept His perfect grace in our lives. Skip can lead people 
who have been through similar experiences to Christ in a way that oth-
ers cannot.

Skip has developed a valuable ministry to people he describes 
as “folks puzzling over their own faith, or searching for their own 
answers, or wondering whether to trust the little ambiguous experi-
ences they have had for themselves.” I think his journey under God’s 
grace is truly remarkable.
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