Something or Nothing

1 Peter 3:15

Anybody who feels — or ‘*hears’ — a call to ministgn probably sum up their reason for saying
‘yes’ to that call in just a few words. In my ex@erce, it's not that complicated — a decision to
enter ministry as a full time vocation is typicaflyr a rather specific purpose. You don’t think
about the vast scope of what is actually includedhat ‘call’. You have no idea (probably a
good thing) about bulletin preparation, and Ad Goumeetings, budgets, fund raising and
church dinners... you have no clue that you will Bpested to have the right answers to an
incredible array of questions — and at a momemtsca. You just feel a burning desire to do
some specific thing for God, and that one thingd$eto become evemore specific as your

experience broadens.

For some, giving pastoral care to the hurting wagdhat one ‘thing’. For others, leading
worship is the center of your call. For still otheestablishing justice related ministries, or,
spending time in study and prayer, seeking Godlettithg others share in your journey. Now,
all of those things are part of the ‘call’ and if ybave a difficulty in any of them, you should

probably reconsider your vocational choice!

But still, I think there tends to bene thing that stands above the others; one thing thiaén

you're doing it, you think to yourselftHis is why | went into the ministry”.

I do find that ‘all of the above’ have their owrfighations and rewards for me personally, and |
feel privileged to do them. But also for me, thaté thing’ that stands out above the rest is also
pretty clear. | entered ministry because of a desgsion — d@urningis a good word — to share
the Good News of Jesus Christ with people who habheard. And as | gained more experience
in the church, that call didn’t diminish, it deepen and it became evenore specific: now |
realize, | want to share the Good News of Jesuls péiople whom the traditional Church has

either neglected or hasn’t been able to reach.
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l.e., I want to make the Gospel accessible to ‘dourch’, ‘non-traditional’ people. To do this in
a context of ministering to many other Christiamsarious levels of faith and understanding has
been a challenge over the years (because | domt twaneglect anyone!) but it's no accident
that we offer the variety of things that we do hédt's not that I'm a dictator, but | don’t believe
that God would put someone with a specific passioa certain place and then not provide a

congregation who will support that vision and attjuearry it out. And you have!

As | shared with you on other occasions, in my frpreparation for ministry | gravitated to
courses in the Philosophy department, (ending up something like a double major in Bible
and Philosophy) and particularly the branch of &3uophy called “Apologetics” because of what
| hoped to learn that would enable me to bettermmanicate the Christian faith to unbelievers,
or the half-convinced. In the beginning, | had whaow consider to be a misdirected goal, of
being able to provide such an air-tight case foris€hihat no one would be able to resist my

logic

Well, now | have come to realize a couple of thitigeg have changed that priority!

1. 'm not that smart, and

2. Even if | were, logic is only a part of the ‘bat and maybe not even the biggest part!

So, I've been learning more and more about the itapoe of prayer in Evangelism, the part that
servanthood plays; I'm learning about the placemé’s characterin the evangelistic process
(our walk defines our talk, which we’ll talk about week 7 of this series)... all this, but
nevertheless... my goal, my basic passion hasn’'tgg@hnAnd neither has my love affair with

apologetics.

As one who counts as mentors in the faith auth&es €. S. Lewis, Alistair McGrath, Philip
Yancey, and more recently, Dallas Willard (whohs thair of the philosophy dept. at USC), |

take very seriously the admonition of Peter:

“If someone asks about your Christian hope, alwhgsready to explain it. But do this in a
gentle and respectful way(1l Peter 3:15).
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Because of this, | think a lot about my hope ini§thiand | have had many conversations with
people who have asked about my faith. | know thestjans that | have wrestled with over the
years — and some of these have become even toigghme as time goes on, not easier! I've
seen tragedies and triumphs, successes and faiurdd’'ve seen many changes in the church

over the 29 years of my ministry, which is in thexiod between ‘eras’ of Church history.

You may not think this is possible for a pastort by faith has been severely tested over that
time. | have a contemplative personality, which ngd can’thelp but ask questions about the
‘why’s’ of things, and examine the “bigger picturg’pe questions. | have to know how things fit
together, and how my faith integrates with theitgadhat | perceive, and things | hear people
talking about — (i.e., “What does faith saythat?”). My personal struggles form the basis for
many a sermon that you've had to endure, becauat Ivehare with you from this vantage point
is rarely theoretical — it is my life, my journdfyyou find it helpful, it's likely because | havas

well.

But through it all, I've found that while my faitias changed over the years, it has also survived
and it has grown. | find that the battles | chotsdight today are not those that would have
chosen 20 years ago. My perspective on some issgeshifted, and refocused. But | do believe,

as much as ever.

So | thought that | would like to share with yoweo the course of the next 7 seven weekg,
reasons for the hope that is in me. “Wigelieve”. As | wrote in my ‘introduction (you caget

a copy on the welcome center, or check out theebmllboard in the Narthex) this isn’t an
attempt to answer every question; and if | do tlghkt, it should probablyaise more questions
than perhaps | will answer. If that's the casenthevesome! But this is about my faith, why
believe. You may have some different reasons, apefually, I'll help you think about that. My
positions on some of these things may be challgnigiryou, and | have to also realize that they
may even be upsetting. (I hope not!) But | share thembly, and respectfully with you and
hopefully, in the end, this will be encouragingdartimately helpful.
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There is a logical progression to this series.

Today we're going to talk a little bit about thasing point — and how doubt and faith tend to
coexist in everyone. The point — I'll tell you now, case you are starting to nod off — is that
theism and atheisinoth are faith positions. It all starts with faith. Maith is in Theism (belief
in one God who stands apart from Creation). Theaed believe this is that | think it makes

sense, but mainly it's because | trust the Bibl&ad’'s Word.

So, we're going to spend two weeks talking aboat thwhy do | trust the Bible? This is the
crucial point of any Christian commitment. Do Chieaes have to commit intellectual suicide?
(Hint: I think not!) So we’ll talk about that fomb weeks.

After that, | think we need to get honest and tdtlbut some of the *hard passages’ in the Bible.
What does it mean to say that the Bible is the Widr@od when there is stuff in there like how

much you are allowed to beat your slaves, prayerthe destruction of children, and so forth?

Next, we read all the time about ‘conflicts’ betwetde Bible and science... are they real? Can
the two co-exist? (Here’s another hint: Did you wnibat the percentage of professing believers
among those working in the sciences, proportiondigs beergrowing in the last 20 years?

Hmmm....).

After that we’ll talk about the most frequentlyedt objection to the Christian message: i.e., the
existence of suffering. How can there be suffeand evil in a world governed by a God who is

supposedly ‘good’? What does that mean?

We'll finish up with a message called “When Chass Go Wrong”. | have to admit | stole/
borrowed that title from Adam Hamilton, but it wem perfect not to. We need to be honest in

admitting that what Karl Rahner said is probabiyetr

The number one cause of atheism is Christians.eltm® proclaim God with their mouths and
deny Him with their lifestyles is what an unbeligyvivorld finds simply unbelievablte

! Karl Rahner, quoted in the Wittenburg Door (Juné/J888). Christianity Today, Vol. 34, no. 8
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We'll talk a little about that. Now, on the othearid, if we're going to admit that we can get it
wrong (and wénave) it is only fair to talk about the good that happened through people who
got it right. It is rather astounding, and no other group ofpieo- of faith or any other
connection — in history have done as much lastowlas the church.

And we’ll end that message with what Adam Hamiltermed, “the compelling moral vision of
Christianity”. The standard, the vision, of a lifeJesus Christ is a challenge that the world has
never seen before or since. And it is truly a cdfimgeand noble vision, to the point where | feel
solidarity with many who have said something likést “I'd rather stand with Christ and be

proven wrong in the end, than to stand for somethéss and be proven rigHt.”

That's my plan, and it's a tall order... but I'm |ldog forward to these weeks. You know, we
nevertake the summer off here! I've set myself a regdjoal in all of this, because | want to

share good resources with you and be fresh mySelfve’ll see how that works out! Here we
go...

*k%

The path to Christian faith, paradoxicalbgginswith faith. (Hebrews 11:6)And without faith

it is impossible to please Gpbecause anyone who comes to him must believe that he exists
and that he rewards those who earnestly seek him.” So the Scripture says, if you want to be a
person of faith, you start with ... faith.

Back in those heady days of college philosophyr@sean image for you!) | remember reading
all the ‘classical arguments’ for the existenceGafd. (As well as those of people who would
‘refute’ them.)

2 This is a restatement Blaise Pascal’s ‘wager'
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The CosmologicalArgument - everything has a cause; Thaeleological Argument, (that a
‘watch implies a watchmaker’), Thdoral Argument — i.e., our sense of moral values pdimts
the existence of a moral Creator, and many otherfaund | resonated with some and was
baffled by others (th©ntologica) but none quite seemed to me to be ‘irrefutabkehd that's

what | wanted.

Surely, | thought, a God of reason should be ableet proven by reason. | remember reading a
book by C. S. Lewis_(Miraclgsin which Lewis argues for the existence of ‘stimmeg beyond a
materialistic universe’ by demonstrating how theyveoncept of communication requires it. in
fact, he says, our language, our thoughts, emqtigoals, plans, love, pain — everything that
makes us ‘human’ is mere illusion if there is notngthing ‘outside of the system’. Otherwise,
all that we think of as communication, as ‘self’ iis reality simply a meaningless cosmic
accident.

| still think that that argument comes as closehasian intellect will get to a ‘proof’ of the
supernatural, but it falls far short of a belietthre Triune God. But it is a good starting place. S
| thought. My college roommate’s father was anliatgual agnostic, a very intelligent man. |
gave him a copy of Lewis’ Miracleg® read. And he read it. I'd like to tell you tthts was his

first step toward belief, but that wasn’t the casteall.

He finished the book and summarily dismissed ifirgg “It was just playing with words.” That
was it — no more discussion! That was an eye ogemiament for me. It was the beginning of
my realization that logical arguments, and inte¢/lenly hadsomethingto do with a person’s
spiritual journey... the real key to it all was awill. This man simply didn’tvantto believe.
And unless he found a reason why he might eveytwedint to, (or perhaps discovered the
reason why he was sipposed tdhe idea of the supernatural in the first place)smply was
not going to believe!
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Alister McGrath (who is president of the Oxford @anfor Christian Apologetics, at Oxford
University in Great Britain) has written a numbérbooks on Apologetics including the recent

“Doubting: Growing Through the Uncertainties of th&i which I've just about finished.

In this book McGrath writes of the relationship veeén doubt and faith, which, he says, ‘is
probably a permanent feature of the Christian’lifele adds, “[Doubt] is like some kind of
spiritual growing pain. Sometimes it recedes i@ background; at other times it comes to the
forefront, making its presence felt with a vengesatic

But he makes some important distinctions. Doubtsdyes, is not the same thingskepticism-

which is adecisionto doubteverythingdeliberately, as a matter of principle.

And doubt is also nainbelief- i.e., thedecisionnot to have faith in GodJnbelief is an act of
will, rather than a difficulty in understanditig| saw that for the first time in my old roommate’
father: his unbeliefvasan act of will. There would not be an argumenaworaction that would

convince him to faith, unless his will changed\i@schanged.) And I've seen it since.

| think this is what Jesus was talking about wharthe parable of the Rich man and Lazarus

Jesus puts this conversation in the lips of the man and Father Abraham: (Luke 16)

“He answered, 'Then | beg you, father, send Lazaousy family, for | have five brothers. Let
him warn them, so that they will not also comehts place of torment.’

"Abraham replied, 'They have Moses and thegRets; let them listen to them.’

"'No, father Abraham,’ he said, 'but if somedmm the dead goes to them, they will repent.’

"He said to him, 'If they do not listen to Mesend the Prophets, they will not be convinced
even if someonerisesfrom thedead.' "

In writing about doubt, McGrath points out that nwtter where we start, no matter what

foundation we decide to build our lives upon, we going to begin with an act of faith. Because

3 “Doubting: Growing Through the Uncertainties of tRai Alistar McGrath, p. 14
* Doubt.., p.13
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of our limited human minds there will always beproventhings... but that’'s not just true

Theists, it is true for any ‘foundation’ we woultaose.

“To believe in God demands an act of faith — assdbe decision not to believe in him. Neither
is based on absolute certainty, nor can it be. doept Jesus demands a leap of faith — but so
does the decision to reject him. To accept Chnggfademands faith — and so does the decision
to reject it. Both rest on faith, in that nobodygarove with absolute certainty that Jesus is the
Son of God, the risen Savior of humanity — jushasody can prove with absolute certainty that
he is not. The decision, whatever it may be, rest&ith. There is an element of doubt in each
case. Every attitude toward Jesus — except theidaanot to have any attitude at all — rests on
faith, not certaintyFaith is not belief without proof but trust withawservation — trust in a God

who has shown himself worthy of that trust.

In this statement, McGrath is saying what many hpeeted out before him. The French

Philosopher Blasé Pascal wrote a similar thingnenX600'’s:

If I saw no signs of a divinity, | would fix mysgifdenial. If | saw everywhere the marks of a
Creator, | would repose peacefully in faith. Bueisg too much to deny Him, and too little to
assure me, | am in a pitiful state, and | wouldhaashundred times that if a God sustains nature
it would reveal Him without ambiguity.

Let’s be quite out front with this: Nobody can peo&hristianity with total certainty. But that’s

not really a problem. Again, let me quote Alistec®tath once more:

“The big questions concern the reliability of [Chtianity’s] historical foundations, its internal
consistency, its rationality, its power to convand its relevance to human existence. As C. S.
Lewis stressed in Mere Christianity, Christianiggshexceptionally fine credentials on all counts.
Look into them. You can totally commit yourselfht® Gospel in full confidence, as a powerful,
credible and profoundly satisfying answer to thestagy of human existence. Faith is basically
the resolve to live our lives on the assumption teatain things are true and trustworthy, in the
confident assurance that they are true and trustimgrand that one day we will know with
absolute certainty that they are true and trusthigft

> Doubt... p.25
® Doubt p. 27
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And so, this summer we will take up C. S. Lewisaltdnge to look into the ‘credentials’ of our
faith — looking at the reliability of its historicdoundations, its internal consistency, its

rationality, its power to convert and its relevahezduman existence.

It is my prayer that in this process we will alhdi a deeper reason to rest on the hope that is
within us... that our foundations of faith would conte to grow stronger, wider, and deeper...
until the day that faith becomes sight.

Amen!
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