April 29, 2018
O Me Of Little Faith

Introduction

A few years ago in one of my conversations with Patrick he asked me to think about what I might like to say on a Sunday morning if I were asked to speak. I began making some notes from the initial thoughts that came to me, but my response to Patrick must have been lukewarm enough that I avoided the actual ask. With Suzanne going on maternity leave I am sure Patrick was hit with a sudden sense of desperation on how to fill all those Sundays, and soon the call came my way. So I have agreed to speak on two Sundays. Probably foolishly, my topic today will be doubt and faith and on a future Sunday I intend to speak about suffering and vocation. These are not light topics. I am by no means an expert on either of them and trying to say something meaningful about either area is somewhat daunting. But these are the topics I have read and thought about the most, and as they say: go big or go home. What I hope to offer is simply what I have learned from my own reading, experiences and contemplation in hopes that I will pass on something of value to at least a few of you.
For my career I work as a lawyer with the federal Department of Justice in the area of civil litigation. I was led to this occupation at least in part because it meshes well with how I process information. I like to think issues through logically and methodically to understand them. A good portion of my work involves sifting through issues of evidence and making assessments of what can and cannot be proven. My analytical brain has served me well in this capacity, but it can at times be challenging in other realms of life. This was the case as a young adult when I had to consider the claims of Christianity and whether I was going to accept them as my own. As I usually do when I have questions, I started reading.
Apologetics

The good news (no pun intended) is I found there have been lots of people who think similarly to me but are much smarter, who have taken on the task to set out the rational arguments for the basic tenets of Christianity. There are many fine examples of apologetics that make a systematic case for the faith I had been taught growing up. The one I have read that I like the best is Roy Williams' book titled "God Actually". Williams, a lawyer, beautifully and clearly analyzes the arguments for and against the existence of God and the divinity of Jesus. I can't do his work justice in a brief summary, but here are the high points.
Williams sees evidence of a divine Creator in much of what we have come to learn about the universe, life and humanity. He finds support for God in things such as the complex laws of nature that are just right for life to exist which have no credible explanation other than that they were set up that way by a supernatural force; in the mystery of the origin of life on earth and DNA as its organizing structure; in the ordered and complex manner in which life has evolved; in the existence in humans of cognition – the ability to understand our surroundings and contemplate our place in Universe – and conscience – an inner voice which tells us how we should behave; and also in the human capacity to give and receive love as a window to God's motivation for creation.  Rather than a God of the gaps approach – where God is invoked as the explanation for everything that science can’t explain – Williams sees the finely tuned laws of nature as a reflection of the steadfast will of a Creator
Turning to Jesus, Williams describes the evidence found in historical writings and archaeology which establishes the basic facts that there was a man named Jesus who lived in the area of Galilee, was an itinerant preacher with a small number of followers, was controversial, and was put to death by crucifixion at the order of a Roman prefect known as Pontius Pilate. Though some may accept these as historical facts but only so far as to say this man was a great moral teacher, this does not square with the claims Jesus made such as having the power to heal and to forgive sin. In other words, either these claims must be true or a person who says he has such powers cannot be a moral teacher. Williams cites C.S. Lewis who famously said someone making these claims must be either divine or "a lunatic – on a level with the man who says he is a poached egg". The critical factor to establish the divinity of Jesus is the resurrection. The best evidence that Jesus in fact rose from the dead is that something dramatic occurred which changed the disciples from the unimpressive and unreliable group we find described the Scriptures, to the people who endured the hostile opposition and persecution of the Roman Empire and Jewish authorities to the point of martyrdom to establish the Christian church. It is a truly remarkable transformation, and theories that they were part of a mass delusion or an orchestrated conspiracy are simply not credible explanations. The disciples were convinced of what they preached – that Jesus had risen from the dead and they had seen him.
Questions

These arguments appeal to me and give me comfort that there is indeed a rational basis for believing there is a God and that He came to the world in human form. But my analytical brain is never completely satisfied. Just think about those two claims for a moment: the universe and everything we can experience and discover about it was created by a supernatural being who then came into that creation and took the same form as us. This frankly boggles the mind and for me raises a lot of questions, for example:
· If God created the world, how did God come into being? 
· If the Bible is God's word, why does it seem like it has so many contradictions and passages that are hard to reconcile with the idea of a loving God? 

· Why was it necessary for God to change the plan halfway through and send Jesus to the world? 
· What about those who lived before Jesus or have never heard of him? 
· Did Jesus really heal a blind man by putting mud on his eyes, or raise Lazarus from the dead after being in a tomb for four days?

· What do we really believe about heaven and hell? 
· Can God reveal himself to people through other faiths?

· If God loves us why did he create a world where we experience suffering? 
And they go on.
Basically these questions all relate to one big one: is this whole thing real? That is something that nags at me. Right about now some of you may be feeling uncomfortable that these questions are being asked from the front of a church. Author Christian Piatt tells a story about his experience in asking questions like this as a Sunday school student and having a Bible thrown at him by the teacher. I don't see any projectiles yet so I'm going to press on. If we feel like we are alone in having questions like this or that they shouldn't be expressed out loud, the Bible suggests otherwise. It is full of examples of people expressing doubt, and questioning where God is. To name a few you can read Psalm 88, the books of Ecclesiastes and Job, and the account of the disciple Thomas. In Matthew 28 we read the following story following Jesus' resurrection: "Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed them. When they saw him, they worshipped him; but some doubted." The disciples who had lived with Jesus, new him intimately, and had his resurrected body in front of them doubted – that is pretty strong support for the notion that doubt is something that is natural and expressing this does not make us bad people. Most profoundly, we have the words of Jesus himself on the cross: " My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?”
So Now What?
The title of my reflections comes from a book of the same name by Jason Boyett.  Boyett writes candidly and humorously about his experiences growing up in an evangelical church in the southern U.S. and wrestling with very serious questions about doubt and faith as an adult. Like me, he has never been able to fully get past all of the intellectual challenges the Christian faith presents. For him the choice is to own up to the doubt and keep moving. He writes this: "I accept my doubt for what it is. I embrace my humanity and the stumbling faith and limited understanding that comes with it. I keep walking despite my limp." I related deeply to this little book when I read it and it has spurred me on to further reading and contemplation. I have been greatly influenced by the writings of people like Derek Flood, Peter Enns, Rachel Held–Evans, and others. I have also decided to keep walking, so to speak, and have come to believe that doubt and questioning is normal, even healthy. Faith is a journey, not a one time decision or destination
I am sure that I will remain unsure about most or possibly all of the big questions I have, and that is okay. It is okay to not know exactly what we believe and to continue to ask questions; and it should be okay to do that within the church. I don't want to detract in any way from those who feel a certainty about God that I don't possess. But for those who may have some similar feelings to mine, and I know you are out there, I want to suggest that some doubt is okay, or maybe even good. The advantage of embracing a certain amount of doubt is you are open to different perspectives and critical self-examination, and don't have to be right about everything to keep your faith from crumbling down when some of its foundations are challenged. Although God is the same yesterday, today, and tomorrow, this doesn't mean our understanding of Him doesn't change. Indeed, it is right to question our understanding of God when there is an appropriate basis to do so. Advances in areas such as science and biblical criticism arise because of some of the amazing qualities with which we are imbued and should be embraced rather than feared. This promotes learning, growth, and development of our relationship with God. The birth of Anabaptism is a wonderful example of how challenging old established practices or understandings can lead to a better manifestation of this relationship.
When talking about concepts like incarnation and resurrection it is not surprising they pose questions that are beyond our understanding. They require a certain amount of trust on our part.
 This forces us to rely less on religion – or a set of doctrines that must be correct – and more on faith – or trust despite a lack of certainty. I accept that there is a solid foundation for believing the basics about God and Jesus and that calls me to respond. At the same time I accept there are many questions that are profound and unprovable that create big stumbling blocks. Like Jason Boyett, I have chosen to keep moving forward. I'm not sure if I'm moving in the right direction all the time, but I feel like if we focus on the two great commandments – love God and love neighbour – that more often than not we will get things right. At least this is a good place to start

I would like to close with a prayer. Boyett writes about how he has found power in liturgical prayer in circumstances where words fail to come. For him the power in these prayers comes from the fact that devoted Christians have been praying them for centuries and by joining them we step into the same stream of faith. In that vein, I would like to end with the following from the Anglican Church’s Book of Common Prayer:

Almighty and everlasting God, you made the universe with all its marvelous order, its atoms, worlds, and galaxies, and the infinite complexity of living creatures: Grant that, as we probe the mysteries of your creation, we may come to know you more truly, and more surely fulfill our role in your eternal purpose; in the name of Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
� Peter Enns, The Sin of Certainty





