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Living Through Uncertainty

March 22nd, 2009

As you watch the news these days, you can’t help but realize just how much of what you see on the news centers around the issue of trust… can we trust our political leaders, can we trust the media…

· Can we trust the banking system, the housing market, the stock market… can we trust oil companies, the medical industry, can we trust the foods we eat… can we trust corporate leaders to do the right thing?

· We wonder… can we really trust in job security? I mean, what can we put our trust in these days? 

Just think about how we use the word trust in our language today… Some of you parents have put money for your children in trust funds. 
· Escrow refers to property that is held in trust; 

· Universities or organizations have Boards of Trustees… people to whom the wellbeing of the community is entrusted. 
· Someone you can depend upon is considered to be trustworthy.

· But what happens when trust goes bad… when our ability to trust has been broken?

Remember that when we talk about trust… when we talk about faith… we’re talking about more than just a set of beliefs. 

· Truth is, if you ask any number of people if they have faith… almost all of them will say yes.  

· Some may say something like, “Yes, I believe that God exists.” 

· Even someone who doesn’t even believe in God may say, “Yes, I have faith that love is the answer to all the heartache in the world.” 

· But, at the end of the day, faith is not simply the belief in a statement or virtue; at its core, faith is about trusting in a person. 
And whenever you choose to trust somebody… there will always be something required of you… and that’s a willingness to take a risk. 

· You take a risk. Sometimes it’s a big risk… sometimes its not.

· I go to a restaurant that you recommend. I read a book, because you tell me that it is good. 

· I tell you a secret, and risk whether you’ll keep it confidential. 

· I invite you to be a partner in a promising business deal. Am I going to get burned by that? 

· I ask you to be my friend. Are you going to betray me?

You see, when I trust you, I take a little piece of myself—my stuff, my money, my time, my heart—and I put it in your hands. And then… I’m vulnerable. 

· Then you respond; and I find out whether or not you are trustworthy and dependable.

· * I give you the gift of my trust, and you give me the gift of your faithfulness. When that happens, trust grows deeper. 

· You see, we were made to trust. There just can’t be intimacy between people without trust. 

Let’s say someone asks me, “Craig, is your wife faithful to you?” I say, yes. They ask, “but how do you know?” I answer, “Because I know my wife.” 

· They say, “But she could be fooling you. Wouldn’t you like to know? Wouldn’t you want to remove all uncertainty?”
· I mean, what if you could create a ‘Joyce-cam’ of sorts and keep her under surveillance 24 hours a day. Wouldn’t you want that?

· Well… no… I wouldn’t want a ‘Joyce-cam,’ even if I could have one. (Except that time in San Diego when I called her late at night… she wouldn’t tell me where she was because she was planning my surprise birthday party!)
You see, at the end of the day I wouldn’t want to know because I would rather trust…

· Because when you trust someone, you give him or her a gift, and you enter into a kind of dance. 

· In other words, when I trust, then I risk, and then I’m vulnerable, and then you’re faithful, and then we go to a deeper level of intimacy. 

· Again, there is just no other way to intimacy and depth of relationship between two people than to trust.

· And yet, because of all sorts of issues, because we’ve been hurt or disappointed before, we struggle to live in uncertainty… and so, we try to control.

A few weeks ago I spoke briefly about the movie, “The Stepford Wives?” In this movie, all the wives in this little community called “Stepford,” have been replaced by robots who look exactly like them.

· In fact, they were built to perfectly please their husbands. 

· But even more than that, for the husband, there was no longer any uncertainty… there was no need for risk… no need for trust.

But Guys…would you want a woman, if you could have one, who always dressed up for you, always fixed the food you wanted…

· always cleaned up after you, always agreed with whatever you said, devoted herself always to your pleasure at the expense of her free will? 

· Would you really want that? FYI guys… the correct response here would be, “No!”
· That movie, especially the 1975 version, really comes off as a nightmare.

Amazingly, “Stepford” turns into this nightmare community. And why? Because trust is the only way that loving persons relate. 

· It can never be removed from the equation. It’s the only way to honor the dignity of another person. 

· That’s the way the dance works: Trust, Risk, Vulnerability, Faithfulness, Intimacy.

· But if you’ve ever been out for a slow dance, you know that sometimes the other person steps right on your toes…

In other words, that dance might just lead to our getting hurt… and because of that, our capacity for trust gets damaged. 

· You ask someone for a date and get turned down. That hurts. You start a relationship and get dumped.  

· How many people here have been dumped at least once in your life, where it left you really hurt? Yes… it hurts, right?

· You get your hopes up and get rejected. That hurts. It can happen, not just once, but a number of times.

You see, sometimes our capacity to trust gets damaged, and then all we feel we’re left with is uncertainty and doubt. 

· I remember coming home at the end of one my semesters at college. But before going home, I stopped by my girlfriend’s house.  

· We had been dating for a few years.  I just remember her opening the door… and I gave her a big hug.  

· But unlike every other hug over the past few years… there was something missing.  I looked up at her and said, “there’s someone else, isn’t there?”  She said, “yes.”

· Talk about being left with doubt & uncertainty! Talk about not wanting to trust. Talk about not wanting to take another relational risk. 

We all have experiences in life that lead us toward doubt: experiences like betrayal or loss. It will always happen somewhere along the way as someone breaks our trust. 

· And the truth is, these experiences that often damage our ability to trust someone else can also damage our ability to trust God as well.

· And so, this morning, I want to talk about how we can navigate through all of life’s uncertainties…

· Because, as easy as it might be to allow these uncertainties to cloud our joy and trust… even in God,

· There are also was of processing through these days of uncertainty that can stir new life & faith & renewed hope.

So, what do you do when uncertainty gets the best of us? What does is look like when our doubts get the best of us?
· As we talked about earlier, human beings are created and designed for relationships of trust. 

· Not some trust in robotic certainty like the Stepford Wives might promise, but of freedom and choice. 

· Let me paint a little picture of this from the creation story in Genesis 2:17.  God says to Adam & Eve, “You are free to eat from any tree in the garden. But you must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, for when you eat of it, you will certainly die” (and, of course, He’s speaking of a spiritual death here).

· In other words, you’ve got a lot of great choices here… but not every choice is good one. 

So, you’re free to choose from among this entire orchard… but when it comes to eating from that one tree… well, you’re just going to have to trust Me on that. 

· But with that came doubt… because we’re often drawn to what we can’t have, aren’t we?

· So, the Serpent comes along and preys on those doubts and asks in Genesis 3:1, “Did God really say, “You must not eat from any tree in the Garden?” 
· Now, did God really say, “You can’t eat from any tree?” Of course not. He said they could eat from every single tree everywhere… except one… just one.

But notice that the tactic is not to make the sin look good; the tactic is to make God look stingy & untrustworthy.

· And the truth is, Satan uses the same approach today.  You see, his principle strategy even today is simply this… 

· That through the uncertainties of life, he will always try to cast critical doubt on God’s character. 

· That’s how he got a hold of Adam & Eve… it wasn’t so much the forbidden fruit.  

· Instead, they bought into the serpent’s lies regarding God’s character… 

· They bought into the lie that God was stingy… that God was holding back from them… that they couldn’t trust Him.

But understand that they had the option here to turn to God. It’s like the missing piece of the story. They had the option to turn and talk to Him. 

· They could have said, “God, we’re trying to understand the situation. We’re trying to understand why you’ve told us to stay away from that one tree. 

· We’re trying to understand why there’s a snake talking to us. What’s that about? We’re trying to figure this out. 
· But until we hear from you, we will trust you enough to stick to what you said.” 

You see, trusting God here would have worked… they could have taken their doubts and uncertainties to God… they could have processed it with Him… but their doubts got the best of them.

· Instead of moving towards God in trust and faith… instead of taking the risk to trust Him, they moved away from Him in fear and self-reliance. 

· And then, what do they find? They find their whole world falling apart. 

· For the first time they experience guilt and fear and shame and aloneness.

· But what’s even worse, they find themselves experiencing more doubt than ever before.

It’s kind of ironic. Out of fear and in doubt they move further and further away from God… only to discover even more fear and more doubt than ever before. 

· It’s what I mean when I talk about Doubt getting the best of us.

· And so, what I’d like to do with the time we have left is to consider three general categories of doubt gone bad… 

· Three different ways we move away from God in doubt instead of toward Him in trust.

· This is not about Doubt in general. These three categories are about doubt gone bad.

The first is what might be called “Skepticism” 

The skeptic is someone who says, “I’m going to suspend judgment. I’m not going to commit myself, because the demand for sufficient evidence has not yet been met.”
· It all may sound objective or rational, but what’s ultimately driving the skeptic is this: 

· “I don’t want to be wrong. I don’t want to be hurt. I don’t want to look like I’m one of the gullible ones.”

· You see, underneath the surface of the skeptic is fear— often a fear of being disappointed or hurt. 

· The skeptic says, “I would rather stand on the sidelines and look like an intelligent observer than risk trusting. I will forego all that might come with that trust.”
Let me tell you a story about a real skeptic. This takes place back in the time of the French Revolution, during the “Reign of Terror.” People are being executed right and left. 

· Three men are waiting to be executed. The first one is a priest. As he is brought to the guillotine, he’s asked, “Do you have any last words?” 

· He answers, “I believe God’s going to save me.”  So, he puts his head into place as the blade comes violently down… but it stops two inches from his neck. 

· The executioners say, “This is a miracle,” and they let him go.

The next man comes up. He’s a priest. They ask him, “Do you have any last words?” And he too says, “I believe God is going to save me.” 

· So, they put him in the block, the blade comes down, and again… it stops two inches from his neck! 

· They say, “This is another miracle,” and they let him go.

The third man comes up. Now he’s a skeptic and an atheist. He doesn’t want to be associated in any way with those first two believers. 

· So, the executioner asks him, “Do you have any last words?” 

· Sort of impervious to the question, the skeptic is just looking at the guillotine and says, “Well, I think I see your problem. There’s something jammed in the gear mechanism.” 

· (OK... So what’s funny about that is that if they fix it, it would be his head that would come off.)

· The point is that Skeptics would rather, even at their own expense… they would rather appear to be right… than take the risk of trusting.

An example of this from the Bible is the disciple who was known for doubt— “Doubting Thomas.” 

· We see him three times in the Gospel of John, and he’s always expressing skepticism. 

· The climactic incident occurs after Jesus appears to the other disciples who were gathered together after the Resurrection. 

· All of them were there except Thomas. When he finally got back they called out to him… “Thomas, we saw Him! He is alive! He is risen from the dead!” 

· And yet, they’re stunned by his response: I don’t believe you.

What Thomas is saying to the other disciples is that they are either lying or delusional. But he knows better… He knows them! 

· And even more… He knows Jesus. He’s heard Him teach. He saw Him perform miracles. 
· More than almost any other human being in the world, Thomas had good reason to believe. 
· But he chose the skeptic path, offering his striking response in John 20:25: “Unless I see Jesus myself, unless I see the nail marks in his hands, unless I put my finger in a hole, unless I put my hand in his side, I’m not going to believe.”
Skeptics do this. They set a demand for certainty at a level that they know cannot be obtained. 

· It looks rational, but underneath is the thought, “I’m afraid of being wrong. I’m afraid of being hurt. I’m afraid of being disappointed.”
· The danger of skepticism, then, is that good skeptics can be so invested in wanting to win arguments and appear to be smarter…

· That they may never discover just how trustworthy God really is… because they never risk trusting.

But, there is good news for skeptics. You see, at least Thomas was an honest skeptic. 

· Jesus comes to him (as He often does for skeptical folks) and Thomas is overwhelmed with joy… crying out, “My Lord and My God!” 
· But there are other forms of doubt that are more dangerous than skepticism.

A second way that doubt goes bad is “Cynicism”  

Unlike skeptics, people driven by cynicism are not as much looking for answers as they are offering conclusions. 

· They offer conclusions about the world that paint it in an entirely negative light: 
· The world is not fair. People can’t be trusted. Even bad circumstances will just get worse. 

· Bad things always happen to good people. Good things only happen to other people. 

· God is simply a matter of wishful thinking, so we might as well not think about Him at all.

· Do you ever think like that? Do you know anyone who thinks like that? 

Because of previous pain or disappointment, cynics make their conclusion about life before the questions have even been asked. 

· This means that beyond just seeing what is wrong with the world, cynics lack the courage to do something about it. 

· You see, the dynamic beneath cynicism is a fear of accepting responsibility.

A Biblical example of this is a man named Pontius Pilate. In Jesus’ day, Pontius Pilate was the highest-ranking official in Judea. He was educated, powerful and possessed great authority. 

· When Jesus, a simple carpenter, was brought before him and claimed He could testify to the Truth, how did Pilate respond? He said, “What is truth?” 
· How can you really be certain of anything? What kind of knowledge do you think you have? What kind of difference do you really think you can make? 

In John 18:38, Pilot basically says, “Why don’t you just stop trying to save the world, and all this trouble will go away?”
· You see, Pilate is not so much seeking answers as he is trying to avoid responsibility. 

· As Matthew writes in his Gospel: When Pilate saw that he was getting nowhere, and that instead an uproar was starting, he took water and he washed his hands in front of the crowd and said, “I am innocent of this man’s blood. It is your responsibility.” (Matthew 27:24)

I’m washing my hands of this. This is now someone else’s problem. As a person in the 21st century might say, “Whatever… Whatever.”
· I’ve tried to wash my hands of a lot of stuff in my life to avoid responsibility for it. 

· In case something doesn’t go well at work, I’ve decided that it will be somebody else’s fault. I’ve washed my hands of it.

· In case something goes wrong in a relationship, I’ve decided up front that it will be her fault. I’ve just washed my hands of it.

· In case the church service is a disaster, I’ve decided up front that it will be Conrad’s fault. After all… he is the worship leader!

When facing a difficult decision, when facing a moral responsibility, when facing a choice that may be unpopular, cynics choose to wash their hands and conclude, “Whatever.” 

· Or worse, when facing some of life’s most difficult questions: Does God exist? If He does, does He have my best interest in mind? If He does, does He call me to live in a certain way? 

· If there’s even a shred of doubt, cynics choose to wash their hands of it. What is truth anyway? 

· The danger of cynicism is that this isn’t an answer. It’s no answer at all. It’s just a way to avoid the question.

Now even though I tend to be more of a skeptic than a cynic, let me give you a hint as to how you can begin to move away from cynicism.

· Where you feel cynical about something or someone, it is probably an area of life where you need to take responsibility. 

· When you feel like saying “whatever” to a world that is violent and broken, take it as an opportunity to start dealing with your own anger or your own apathy. 

· When you feel like saying “whatever” to people who act hypocritically, take it as an opportunity to start dealing with the façade that you may be wearing. 

Guys… we should never give up on growing as people… and so it’s important to invest time asking ourselves questions like these. 

· If this is an issue for you, I believe you really can become less paralyzed by cynicism while moving toward deeper faith and trust. 

· But there is even a more destructive way that doubt can lead us… and we’ll close with this one:

The third category of mismanaged uncertainty & doubt is “Unbelief” 

This is the most severe kind of doubt gone wrong. Unbelief is refusal to trust. It’s not about intellectual uncertainty… but a settled decision of the will.

· The condition of a person in Unbelief is not just that they don’t believe. It is that they won’t believe. 

· They don’t want the story of Jesus to be true. They don’t want to live in a Universe governed by the kind of Father Jesus Himself trusted and described. They don’t want it. 

· And this desire goes so deep that it ends up coloring the way they look at every argument and every bit of evidence… making sure that they find a way to not believe.

The dynamic here is this: The person is afraid of what would happen if they were to surrender themselves to God. So, they’ll just defy.

· When I began following Jesus, my closest friend (who also happened to be my roommate in college), began asking one difficult question about faith after another— 

· We would talk each one though he’d always bring up another issue.

· Finally, I asked him something to the effect of, “If all of these issues were settled, if every intellectual barrier you raised were dismantled, is there anything else besides all this intellectual stuff that would hold you back from following Jesus?”
There was a long silence. Truth is, his issues didn’t relate to the questions he was asking… it had to do with a lifestyle he was living that he knew was not honoring to God… 

· A lifestyle he understood he’d likely have to change if he did, in fact, choose to follow Jesus. 

· But, at least at that time, he didn’t want to change… and so, his mind caused him to find all kinds of objections. 

· He simply didn’t want the claims of Jesus to be true because he didn’t want to change his lifestyle.

Now I should say that this guy is now an associate pastor at a church of 2000 in the Chicago area.

· You see, after a little while, as much I decided to just love him as a friend, I decided to disengage from those kinds of conversations.  

· But I always told him… “If you ever just want to talk about Jesus’ love for you, just ask.” 

· Then late one night, several months later, I heard those words… “Craig, I want Jesus in my life.”

When I talk to someone now with this kind of unbelief… and I’ll often ask them, “What do you want to be true?”

· This is an important question because if you want to, you can find ways that explain away everything: 

· The existence of Creation, stories of answered prayer, evidence of the Resurrection, testimonies of changed lives, the unmatched wisdom of Jesus…

The tugging and longing of your own heart for grace and forgiveness and meaning and wholeness and acceptance and unconditional love 

· If you want badly enough not to believe, you will find a way not to believe. You will find a way.

· But that is not honest doubt… it’s Unbelief… and it is something that any of us can get caught up into… especially when we want to justify a life lived outside of God’s best for us.

· Guys… we’re living in a day full of uncertainties… and the truth is that, to some degree or another, we all have our doubts. 

· It’s part of being human; part of living in the world God has given us. 

But as much as doubt is a part of the human condition, the big question for us is how we’ll respond to those doubts.

· You may find yourself in a season where you’re wrestling with doubt & uncertainty… feeling too bitter or broken to trust. 

· And now all that is left is the feeling of skepticism or cynicism or just defiant unbelief. 

· And yet, within the deepest parts of you, your soul is crying out, “Is this all there is?”
This morning you have the opportunity to move towards God and trust, to seek the God who has been pursuing you. 

· In Proverbs 3:5-6, the Message translation reads: “Trust God from the bottom of your heart. Don’t try to figure everything out on your own. Listen to God’s voice in everything you do, everywhere you go. He’s the one who will keep you on track.”
· Maybe doubt has gotten the best of you… and yet, your heart is anxious to get back on track with God.
· Maybe you’ve tried to figure everything out on your own… but guys… you don’t have to.  You can go to Him!
Maybe you’ve given into doubt… and stopped believing in just how much God loves you.  

· You are His delight… You are indescribably lovely and precious to Him.

· Yes… doubt is an indelible part of the human condition… 
· But even through that doubt… this one thing I promise you. You can trust in Him. You can rely upon Him when you need Him most.
