Author Alan Michael Wilt and His Holy Family
by Cathy Puett Miller

A

s an Atheist, I tend to read more non-fiction than fiction. For one thing,
highly engaging fiction that can entertain and inform both believers and
non-believers is, in my opinion, rare. So I was skeptical when I picked up
this book, but intrigued as well, since this Atheist author titled his work
The Holy Family. It turned out to be one of those rare gems, the kind of good book
where, in the words of Ernest Hemingway, “after you are finished reading one you will
feel that all that happened to you and afterwards it all belongs to you; the good and
the bad, the ecstasy, the remorse and sorrow, the people and the places and how the
weather was.”
Like many modern titles, this one carries a double meaning, not fully revealed
until the end. All along the way, however, Alan Michael Wilt’s prose, with poignancy
and tenderness, draws back a curtain and reveals real people, real feelings, and real
explorations of the questions we all ask as human beings about life, faith, and love.
Wilt himself is a compassionate, complex, and somewhat private man. His easy
response to my questions made our interview more like a conversation with a new
friend, even though our talk almost exclusively centered on the book.
He comes from a varied religious background. During his college years, he moved
from faith to agnosticism to an exploration of Eastern religions, and he settled for a
while on the Catholic Church. His journey included earning a master’s degree from the
Maryknoll School of Theology.
The search for meaning is also central to the book’s two main characters, Martin
and Justine, who meet, get to know one another, and fall in love. Their story is about
the cycle of life and death: birth, loss, and renewal. As the young couple moves beyond
infatuation into marriage and a family, this thread continues with language that is
honest and relatable.
In writing the story, Wilt wanted to show that change is an opportunity to move beyond something that is no longer meaningful while being able to
build upon it. He wanted to show how one can move beyond loss and find meaning. He wanted his readers to explore the question, How can I go on?
when faced with sadness. And he wanted to honestly depict those who choose not to believe in a supernatural being and how that colors their responses to
human dilemmas.
While he was exploring his own world view, Wilt worked as an editor for several religious publishers, always searching for ways to present the faith he
still clung to in new ways. He also learned how writers develop their characters, choose their words wisely, and parse out their stories in the right dosages.
Throughout his quest, he never “bought into” eternal salvation or the need to have all the answers. He wanted to turn the dogma upside down and see
what was underneath. Even as he actively searched for ways to do that, he never felt like he fit in. He didn’t comply; he asked questions. Instead of searching
for answers, he searched for meaning. He exposed and rejected the convenient “safety net” religion offered for dealing with the unknown, with life, and with
death.
In 2006, he decided it just wasn’t worth it anymore. He found himself deconstructing the Catholic mass with a skeptic’s eye. “I kept thinking, Is this belief
or poetry? That’s when nonbelief began to make sense to me.”

He wanted to honestly depict those who choose not to believe in a
supernatural being and how that colors their responses to human dilemmas.

He still finds it amazing that contemporary Christians frequently give credit to a “father god” rather than embracing the natural or developed abilities
and passions that lead us to what is truly a personal choice.
During his early drafts of the novel, he only wanted to craft a meaningful story and view his own experiences from the outside, looking in. He did not
want his novel to be a preachy or shallow portrayal with a “how-to” agenda. He had seen too many religious authors make that mistake.
Although a quick read, The Holy Family has an undercurrent, something dark and undefined, which surfaces from time to time. Wilt gives readers a
unique, frank insight into not only the partnership between two people living with everyday struggles and joys, but snapshots of two particular individuals
whose journeys began in unique places. Justine is a beautiful, artistic, inquiring freethinker from the get-go. Martin is a questioning, hardworking, wouldbe-actor-turned-agent who, without coercion, eventually discards his Catholic faith, like a coat that doesn’t fit anymore. But the characters are neither onedimensional nor predictable—forever black or white, believer or nonbeliever—as life is rarely that simple.
Regardless of the circumstances his characters face, Wilt portrays truthful, authentic, forthright responses to life. By the story’s midpoint, the undercurrent
Continued on page 36
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Good News Clubs Continued from page 8

The clubs are vehicles
by which the CEF
is attempting to
proselytize nonChristian children at
our public schools.
CEF’s lines of ingress before their strategy has a chance to unfold to
its calculated conclusion.
That’s where you come in. If your school hasn’t been invaded by a
GNC yet, take a look at the policies on using the facilities. A good way
to head them off at the pass is to make sure that the policies are worded
unambiguously to prevent the establishment of institutions, like the
Good News Club, that encourage discrimination or emotional bullying.
Unfortunately, what some lawyers can make, others can unmake.
The best place to start, I think, is simply to let people know that this
organization exists by publicizing its own statements of intent. Most
parents who sign up for the club simply don’t know what it is and would

have never done so if they had been informed ahead of time of its goals
and intentions. The CEF lives and grows on stealth and misinformation,
on presenting a fluffy-bunnies-in-the-garden-of-paradise face at PTA
meetings—and then an iron doctrine of damnation in its meetings
with children. It is resolutely and purposely a creature of the shadows,
capable of surviving only if it sets down its roots before light is shone
upon it.
So share what you know. Read Stewart’s book and tell others about
it. Send links on Facebook to your parents’ group and get their warning
antennae up early. A little bit of shared knowledge before the deluge
can go a long way. Who knows—the school you save may be your own!
The next issue of American Atheist will feature an interview with Katherine Stewart.

Endnotes
1. For the Supreme Court’s opinion on Good News Club v.
Milford Central School, go to www.SupremeCourt.gov/
Opinions/BoundVolumes/533bv.pdf and scroll to page 102.
2. www.CEFBookMinistry.com/Downloads/
WhyEvangelizeChildren.pdf, accessed May 11, 2013.
3. http://www.cef-sc.org/columbiamidlands/
id2.html, accessed May 11, 2013.
Dale DeBakcsy is the writer and artist of the Atheist web comic “The
Vocate” and a regular contributor to several secular, humanist, and
Atheist journals. He is at the moment saving up to buy a wicked-cool
stormtrooper costume.

Holy Family Continued from page 33

Instead of searching for answers, he searched for meaning.

of sadness is even stronger, but still not fully evident are the true extent or major cause behind these pulls
at the heart.
At one point, Martin reflects, “If there is one thing I learned from—and sometimes in spite of—the
theologians I read and studied, it is that the best thing we can do with death is to know it, own it, and let
its reality and inevitability make more vital and essential human beings out of us.”
During the course of our interview, Wilt talked about the death of his younger brother, which
happened not long after he finished the book. “I think death is one of the main reasons we hold on to
religious myths. When I peeled away the myth and contemplated how I might face my own mortality
or that of those I care for, it gave me a great sense that I just might have gotten this ‘dealing with loss and
moving beyond it’ thing right. There is strength and contentment in that realization and the reflection
has truly been important to me.”
For Wilt, writing the book began as a means of personal reflection, but as the process unfolded, he
began to think of The Holy Family as contributing to the normalization of Atheism. Sometimes, fiction is
a safer place for open dialogue between readers who may have diverse viewpoints on religion, belief in a
god, or coping with loss and change.
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Experiencing stories like The Holy Family is actually where human literacy begins, according to
Kendall Haven, author of Story Proof: The Science Behind the Startling Power of Story. In this summary
of qualitative and quantitative research on the subject of storytelling, Haven presents evidence that the human mind understands and creates meaning
through specific story elements, and it is through story structures that our minds can remember and recall.
The Holy Family is a story that touches the very essence of what it means to be an open, growing human being who refuses to let circumstances
dominate or define life.
Alan Michael Wilt
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