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Living between Faith & Doubt, Part 1

October 7th, 2007

As we begin our new series this morning, I’d like to ask you a few questions… and as I share them with you, I’d like you to forget for a moment where you are… because even though church should be the place where we can be most real and most vulnerable… it’s often a place where we through out simple answers to what are some very difficult questions of the heart. 

· Does God really exist? If He does, then is He good? Is He just?

· Does He care about me? If He cares about me, does He have the ability to intervene in my life when I most need Him?  Can I trust Him?

· Are we, as human beings, really destined for eternity, or do we just go out like candles when we die? 

· Is the universe an accident, or did a personal God create it for a reason? 

· Will we all one day be held morally accountable for our lives and our choices? 

· Will justice finally prevail, or is existence just one long string of events leading to a purposeless, ambivalent end? 

· Is the Bible really something that I can trust? Can I really bank my very life on what is written in those pages? 

· If there is a God and He is good, then why is there so much suffering? 

· If it is true that He loves me, then why do so many of my prayers go unanswered?

In the middle of your dark night, in the privacy of your soul, have you ever wondered, “Is it really true?”  Have you ever stopped in the middle of your prayers and wondered, “Is anyone really listening?”
· For some, the very idea of faith makes little sense. In fact, there have been a number of best-selling books recently advocating the need to give up faith… that, as Nietzsche wrote in the mid-nineteenth century, God really is dead.
· There’s a best-selling book by a philosopher named Daniel C. Dennett called, Breaking the Spell. 

· His claim is that for too long, religious faith has been protected by the idea that it is holy or sacred… 

· And, because of that, it hasn’t been subjected to the kind of critical thinking that would reveal it to be nonsensical. That’s what he seeks to do in his book. 

· There’s another writer, Sam Harris, who’s written several widely read books recently. One of them is called The End of Faith. 
· In it, he writes this: “We have names for people who have many beliefs for which there are no rational justification. When their beliefs are extremely common, we call them “religious.” Otherwise, they are likely to be called “mad, psychotic, or delusional. While religious people are not generally mad, their core beliefs absolutely are.” 
There’s another book written by Christopher Hawkins, which was recently reviewed by the New York Times. It’s called God is Not Great: How Religion Poisons Everything.  The title pretty much says it all.

· There’s another book by Richard Dawkins at Oxford called The God Delusion. It’s been on the best-seller list for months now. 
· At the beginning of the book, he says: “If this book works as I intend, religious readers who open it will be atheists when they put it down.” 
· To give you a sense of his tone, here’s one quote: 

· “The God of the Old Testament is arguably the most unpleasant character in all of fiction. Jealous and proud of it, a petty, unjust, unforgiving control freak, a vindictive, bloodthirsty ethnic cleanser, a misogynistic, homophobic, racist infanticidal, genocidal, filicidal, pestilential, megalomaniacal…” 

· And then it gets kind of hostile after that, so I’ll stop here. 

Truth is, it’s not only the Christopher Hawkins of the world who struggle with faith and doubt.  Sometimes it’s the most godly of people like Mother Theresa… who, in the midst of untold poverty and suffering, wonders as she writes in her journal, “God, are you there?”
· There are times when everything in us wants to believe… and yet, circumstances make it so difficult.

· Somebody believes for an alcoholic father for twenty years, and he never changes. 

· A man prays for his wife’s cancer every day for eighteen months… but she never gets better… and now lives alone.

· During those “dark nights of the soul” as St. John of the Cross put it, we struggle to find even a little faith… but even then, it seems as though our faith really is smaller than a mustard seed.

And so, we’re going to take the next number of weeks as a church, and we’re going to walk through this series called, “Living between Faith and Doubt.” 

· What does it mean to believe? What does it mean to question and struggle? Can we ask all these questions and yet grow in our faith? 

· Maybe you have a friend who is trying to make sense of his/her faith— someone who is asking the hard questions… ask God if He’s want you to invite them.

· I know that’s not easy… it would certainly stretch most of us… but every study done on this says that people would, at the very least, visit a church if a friend invited them.
· Maybe you are here this morning as a seeker… if so, my hope is that that our time over the next number of weeks will help you as you sort through these issues of faith and doubt.

My hope and prayer is that this series will move us all, in one way or another, toward a deeper and more thoughtful faith… 

· Because we all live at the mercy of our ideas about the way things are. 

· You see, there is no way to have a strong attachment to God if there are deep questions in our mind that we have been afraid to look at honestly. 

· That’s why I’ve said that, through this series, nothing is off limits… nothing’s off the table.

· In the rest of this message, this morning, I just want to make some observations about the nature of faith and doubt. 

Observation #1: Doubt is an inescapable part of the human condition. 

There is no doubt-free living. Part of what it means to be a finite creature with a limited IQ is that there is no escape from doubt. This hits us in many arenas. 

· When I got married, there was no doubt-free guarantee that it was the right decision. I knew I wanted to do it. I thought it was a good decision. 

· I knew I was marrying up. My wife told me I was marrying up. Point is… there was no guarantee. 

· When we left for Tajikistan… we were pretty certain that we were making the right decision.  When we returned home five years later… again, it seemed like the right thing to do.  

· When God called us to plant this church… we felt we were hearing from Him.  Those decisions seemed right… but we knew there were no guarantees.  In fact, on some level there were always some lurking doubts? 
You see, we live in the condition of doubt. In this series, we are going to see that there can be a number of factors behind our doubt. 
· Sometimes it can be because of depression or circumstances. Sometimes we choose to believe or deny certain things based on how we’re choosing to live our lives. 
· Either way, doubt is an inescapable feature of being finite—of being a creature. If you want a doubt-free existence, you have chosen the wrong species. 

· That’s part of why in this little book in the Bible—Jude—there’s a brief statement: “Be merciful to those who doubt” (Jude 1:22).

Why? Because that’s all of us. That’s me. I have chosen to invest my life the way I have because I think it’s what God has asked of me. 
· And yet, believe me, I am very finite… I have questions, and I struggle with things too. 
· But, I’ll tell you that if you wait until all doubt is removed before you make a commitment, you will never get married, you will never take a job, and you will never have a child. 
· You will never make a friend. You will never follow God. Doubt is part of the human condition. 

Observation #2: Every human being lives by faith. 

I remember someone saying to me, “I wish I could have faith, but I just can’t. It’s just too hard.” 

· The idea behind this is that some people have faith and some people don’t… 

· that some live only by what can be proven, by what is rational, logical, then other people are “faith kind of people.” 

· But honestly… the idea that some live by faith and others don’t just isn’t true. Every human being lives by faith. 

· Last Saturday I was watching Sarah cheerleading at the local pee-wee football league game.  I don’t think I watched a single play behind them.  

· It was a perfect day… blue sky, 70 degrees, watching one of my girls on the field while the other one had her head tucked into my shoulders.  

· I was seized by just one thought: It is good to be alive! How lucky I am to have such a wonderful family.
But what if I asked you to try and prove that statement.  Beyond an external smile or two, if you try to prove that statement— It is good to be alive…
· If you wait to believe it until a physicist, or a biologist, or a mathematician proves it, then you might as well buy the dirt farm right now, because it cannot be proven. 

· It is what might be called a basic conviction like the belief that children deserve lavish love, that all human beings are created equal. 

· These are beliefs that cannot be proven in a scientific or mathematical or logical sense, but there are good reasons to hold them to be true. 

· They’re not just emotional states, or preferences like “I prefer vanilla ice cream.” These convictions run much deeper than that… and yet they can’t be proven.
In her interesting book, A History of Doubt, Jennifer Hedge offers an assessment scale to judge where you are when it comes to the God questions. 
· At one far end of the scale, she offers this account to explain how things might be: “The universe is nothing but an accidental pile of stuff jostling around with no rhyme or reason, and all life on earth is but a tiny, utterly inconsequential speck of nothing in a corner of space existing in the blink of an eye, never to be judged, noticed or remembered.” 

· Is that vaguely depressing to anybody? Imagine a conversation between two people. One of them says, “The universe is nothing but a pile of stuff.” 
· The other one says, “No. I think it was created by someone, by a personal God for a reason.” 

Here’s my point. This is not a conversation between a person with faith and a person without faith. 

· Neither position can be proven. Both positions are faith statements. Both rest on a series of beliefs. Both are based on faith. 

· Now, some of you may remember the name of a philosopher from a high school or college class named Rene Descartes. 
· He didn’t like the idea of having to lean on any kind of faith… and so, he asked the question: “What’s the one thing I can know for sure, without any doubt?” 
· What he came down to was, “At least I know that I exist, because I’m the one who is doubting. I’m the one who is asking the question.” 

· He summarized his thoughts in that famous statement: Cogito ergo sum. … I think, therefore I am. 

Now, there’s a whole school of philosophy built on the idea that truth cannot be known... skeptics who would say, “We cannot know truth. We cannot know even if we exist.” 

· Steve Pinker is a neurologist who wrote the cover story for Time Magazine back in January. 

· It’s a fascinating article on human consciousness—the idea that we have minds, not just brains but also minds. 

· Pinker’s position is: There is no such thing as “You.” All there are… are atoms. All there is… is stuff. 

· What we call “you” is nothing more than a series of brain states … just neurons firing. 
· He writes: “There is no executive you at the core of your life. That notion of a “you” is just an illusion.” 
The problem with this position is it’s impossible to live it consistently. Nobody does. Steve Pinker writes and sells books arguing that there is no such thing as Steve Pinker, but somebody keeps cashing his checks. 

· There’s an old story about a class on Skepticism. On the final exam, there is one chair set out in front of the whole class. The only question on the exam is: “Prove that this chair exists.” 

· Everybody writes long essay questions in response. One essay has a single response: “What chair?” That student gets an A in the class. 
· Skeptics believe that it is impossible to know whether or not a chair exists, but even skeptics sit down. You have to think about that one. 

In the Scriptures, the writer of Hebrews says: “Without faith, it is impossible to please God” (Hebrews 11:6).

· That troubles folks sometimes. They wonder why we have to have faith. It’s true that without faith it is impossible to please God.

· But the point I want to make is that without faith, it is impossible to please anybody. Try to make a friend without having faith… Try pleasing a parent without faith… Try getting married without faith. 

· Try to raise a child without learning about trust. Without faith, it is impossible to please God. 

· Without faith, it is impossible to please anybody. Without faith, it is impossible to live. 

Paul made another rather famous statement:  The righteous will live by faith (Galatians 3:11). That is true. But the unrighteous will live by faith too … just a different faith. 

· There is no such thing as a “no faith person.” So we all struggle. We all struggle with faith. We all struggle with doubts. 

· As long as you have faith, you will have doubts. I want to illustrate this, but I’ll need a volunteer. 

· What if I claimed to have a $20 in my hand. Who believes that this is true? [Pick a person]  So, why do you believe that I have $20 in my hand? 
· Now hold on… because I’m going to destroy your faith now, and here’s how I’m going to do it. 
· Do you see what this is? It’s a $20. Now you know what it is. Now you don’t need to have faith anymore. 

· Faith is only required when there are doubts … when we do not know for sure. When knowledge comes, faith is no more. 

I say this partly because so many people say, “I can’t become a Christian, because I still have doubts. I’m still not sure.” 

· But as long as there are doubts … as long as there is still uncertainty … that’s the only time that faith is needed. 

· When the doubts are gone, you don’t need faith anymore! Then knowledge has come. 

· This is exactly the point that Paul makes when he writes to the church at Corinth: 

· “Now we see but a poor reflection. (Now we have confusion, misunderstanding, doubts, and questions.) Then we shall see face to face. (We don’t see face to face yet.) Now I know in part. (with questions and doubts) Then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known” (I Corinthians 13:12).

· Now we live in an age when we need faith. You (the person who raised their hand) had faith in me, and in the Bible, faith is always rewarded. So, I’m going to give you the $20. 

Observation #3: Doubt can lead to stronger faith. 

There is a purpose behind doubt, and that purpose is to lead to stronger faith. Sometimes people who doubt can become overwhelmed by feelings of guilt. 

· They feel they must not be very “good” Christians. Sometimes people deal with doubts by trying to repress them … stuff them way down. 

· Maybe you’ve thought to yourself, “I’d better not read one of those books like the one written by Richard Dawkins, because I’m afraid if I read it, it would undermine my faith.” 

· I’m not necessarily encouraging you to read any of these books…you may not have that need.  If you’re like me, you’d rather wait till the movie comes out.  

· But if you don’t read it and avoid it because you are afraid it will destroy your faith, then what you’re really saying is, “Deep down inside, I don’t believe that Jesus was really right.” 
· It’s impossible to trust Jesus if way down deep inside, you don’t think He was right. 

That’s why it is so important that, as a church, we have the sort of culture here that really values authenticity… 

· Because if we don’t… if we always go ahead trying to affirm things we’re “supposed” to believe… then I believe that we’ll find ourselves stuck at a very superficial level of faith.  

· And so, not only through this series… but at all times, we want to be a place where we’re free to talk about how we really think and feel about things. 

· You know, Jesus had quite a lot to say about truth. He said: “You will know the truth, and the truth will set you free” (John 8:32). 

· Jesus said, “I am the Way, the Truth and the Life” (John 14:6). He said, “When the Spirit comes, He will guide you into all truth” (John 16:13). 

According to Jesus, you don’t have to choose between Truth and Jesus. 

· There is no other way to trust Jesus than to work it out and think and question and wrestle and struggle until you come to see that He really is true. 

· The purpose of doubt is to motivate us to do that… to go to Jesus as we are and, with honesty and sincerity, ask Him for help.

Observation #4: When certainty is impossible, faithfulness is still on the table. 

Can you think of any doubters in the Bible? Just think about the disciples… think about how they are often characterized.

· You’ve got Peter, the “impulsive one…” John, the “beloved disciple…” Judas is the “traitor.”

· One of the disciples was so known for doubt that it became part of his nickname. Who was that? Doubting Thomas. But it’s not just Thomas who doubted. 
· Abraham, Sarah, Elijah, John the Baptist… were all doubters. Jesus’ family thought he was crazy. All the disciples ran away. 
· There were lots of doubters, and God doesn’t give up on any of them. God didn’t ask people to manufacture certainty. 

· He asked them to be faithful to what they know. 

Now, here’s a proposition. It was part of the teaching of Jesus: People who have a lot of money, who have a lot of stuff, ought to share it with people who don’t have much. 

· Is anybody skeptical about this statement? Is anybody really torn by doubt about this? 

· Anybody really stay up at night wondering if it’s really true what Jesus said: Those who have ought to share with those who don’t have. 

· If you think it’s true, then how are you doing living it? I really felt God giving me a little poke recently as I was complaining to myself how all the people with their millions… 

· the Britney Spears, Lindsey Lohans, Paris Hilton, Nicole Richie… how much they could really be helping people if they weren’t so self-indulgent.

· It was like God held a mirror to my face! It wasn’t about them… how am I doing living up to what I know is true. 

Maybe what matters most to God is not that I have the comfort of certainty. 
· That’s what I want. I want to know for sure. But maybe what matters most to God is not that I have the comfort of certainty. 

· Maybe it’s that I be faithful to what I already know. And maybe if I’m willing to do that, He can still use me, even with my doubts. 

Just before Jesus ascended to heaven, He laid out for His disciples, in Matthew 28, the “Great Commission…” His calling on us to share His love with those across the street and across the oceans.

· He was speaking to men who followed Him for three years, learned from Him, saw Him crucified, saw Him resurrected.

· And yet, at the end of the Gospel of Matthew, we’re given a glimpse of just how profound their faith was.

· In Matthew 28:16-17, we’re told, “Then the disciples went to the mountain where Jesus told them to go. When they saw Him, they worshipped Him, but some doubted.”
· Isn’t that amazing? They have seen Him, listened to Him, followed Him, studied Him, seen Him crucified, seen Him resurrected… 

· and the last thing it says about them is “and some doubted.” Matthew doesn’t cover this up. He points it out!

Dale Bruner writes, The Christian faith is bi-polar. Disciples live their life between worship and doubt, trusting and questioning, hoping and worrying. 

· Jesus looks at these worshipping doubting guys and says: “You go! You doubters, go. You risk your lives for Me. You change your world for Me.” 

· You see, disciples are not people who never doubt. They doubt and worship. They doubt and serve. They doubt and help each other with their doubts. 

· To be a community where everybody can be open about their faith and open about their doubts … what a great gift! That’s what we’re going to do!

· So, I hope you’re ready to join with me on this journey of faith and doubt.  I believe that, as we continue looking to Jesus, we will have grown to know Him more.
* If only I hadn’t heard John Ortberg’s sermon on Faith & Doubt, I would have been able to be more original.  Truth is… his presentation… especially as an introduction into this topic of faith and doubt… can not be much improved upon… at least not by the likes of me!  So, thanks to him, from whom much was taken.

