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 Psalm 22:1-5
My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?
Why are you so far from saving me,

so far from the words of my groaning?

O my God, I cry out by day,

but you do not answer;

by night and am not silent.

Yet you are enthroned as the Holy One;

You are the praise of Israel.

In you our fathers put their trust;

they trusted and you delivered them.

They cried to you and were saved;

in you they trusted and were not disappointed.


Some persons believe that having faith is a rather simple and easy thing to do.  These persons are prone to tell others who are going through difficult and tough times in their lives, “You just need to have faith.”

Well, you know and I know that faith is not always that simple or that easy.  The fact is there are many good and godly persons who at times in their lives find themselves struggling with questions, with uncertainties, with doubts.


Doubt and faith….that’s our focus this morning!


Let me share four insights.

I. GOD GAVE US MINDS TO REASON AND TO THINK
· There are Christian individuals and Christian groups who believe that intellect and reason are adversarial to faith.  These persons believe that to apply reason and intellect to matters of faith is to allow the enemy in.   

· Well, I don’t believe that and I don’t think you believe that.  And certainly we United Methodists do not believe that.

· Jesus himself said, “You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart and all your soul and all your strength and with your mind.”  Well, the way you love God with your mind is to use your mind, to use your intellect, to be people who apply reason to the issues and questions of life.  God gave you your reason, your mind, your intellect and He expects you to use it, even in matters of faith.

· John Wesley the founder of Methodism in a letter to one of his critics had a wonderful statement about faith and reason.  He said, 

“It is a fundamental principle with us Methodists that to renounce reason is to renounce religion, that religion and reason go hand in hand, and that all irrational religion is false religion.”

· Listen to that – “all irrational religion is false religion.”  The truth is that applying our intellects, our minds, our reason keeps us from falling prey to “irrational” and “unhealthy” beliefs and religious practices.
· Do you remember the name David Koresh?  David Koresh was the one who in the early 1990s claimed that he was the Messiah, God’s chosen one, and gathered around him a group of followers who believed that.  They built a compound in Waco, Texas and refused to cooperate with outsiders.  On April 19, 1993 more than 80 “Branch Davidians” died when they committed group suicide and set fire to their building as federal agents closed in to arrest Koresh.  One of the Davidian survivors later told authorities that Koresh had taught his followers how to commit suicide, even children, so they wouldn’t give into the “evil” authorities.  They also stated that Koresh was indeed stockpiling weapons of violence to use against authorities and that he took children as young as 10 years old as his wives.
· A person who applied his or her reason, his intellect, his mind to the teachings and rantings of David Koresh would most likely be able to avoid such “irrational” belief and action.  If only those Davidians had applied their reason and said to themselves, “You know, this just doesn’t make sense.  A man claiming to be God’s chosen one who stores up weapons for violence, who teachers men-women-children to be prepared to commit suicide, and who takes even children as his brides couldn’t be the Messiah.”  The application of reason to the teachings of David Koresh just might have saved some lives.
· Reason, as Wesley said, helps us avoid irrational and unhealthy religious beliefs and practices.  Reason can help us doubt some things we ought to doubt.

· A common question every Christian, every person ought to ask is, “Does this make sense?  Is this really reasonable?  Is this really what a loving and caring God would expect and want from His children?”

II. SOME DOUBT COMES FROM LIFE EXPERIENCES
· Sometimes the experiences of life cause us to doubt, to struggle with our faith.
· As I was recovering from my August 14 surgery, I had the opportunity to catch up on some reading that I had wanted to do for some time.  One of the books that I read, which I had bought in 2004 and never got around to reading, was Jane Goodall’s autobiography, Reason for Hope:  A Spiritual Journey.  You know Jane Goodall; the woman who went into Tanzania as a young woman and has spent her life personally studying the chimpanzees and from that going forth to be a passionate advocate for taking care of God’s animal creatures and the environment.  In this book Goodall recalls the experience of the death of her husband, Derek, who lost a slow and excruciating battle with cancer.  She writes:
“I wrote what we both went through after Derek died…The gradual increase

of pain, the injections at night instead of the pills.  Oh the horror, the horror of it.

Hell on earth.  Suffering for the suffering of one I loved ever more deeply with each

passing day.  The misery, the anguish.  The hoping, praying, desperately seeking a

way to cope, damning myself for failure, praying…I was haunted by the last words he 

spoke:  ‘I didn’t know such pain was possible.’

I was grieving, suffering – and angry.  Angry at God, at fate – the unjustness of it 

all.  And so, for a while after Derek’s death, I rejected God.”

· You know and I know that many other persons have been, because of life’s experiences, at such moments of doubt and uncertainty, if not anger.  And the truth is none of us here this morning are immune from such moments of doubt and uncertainty.  Let life get bad enough and each of us can find ourselves struggling.
· Well, God can handle that doubt.  God understands.  God knows that we’re not spiritual robots who just march through life immune to the hurts, pains, disappointments, injustices.  In His infinite compassion and Divine love He is patient with us when we can’t help but struggle with faith and belief because of what life is throwing our way.
· Look at our text this morning.  The Psalmist certainly struggles with his faith.  He admits openly to God that he feels like God has abandoned him, that God has betrayed him.  He seems to doubt God’s love and God’s care.  Interestingly, as many of you know, this is the passage that Jesus chose to quote on the cross as he was dying and struggling with what God was letting happen to him.  Jesus could have chosen any of the wonderful psalms to reflect his feelings, but he chose the 22nd because that’s how he felt as well, abandoned by God.
· So even the Bible tells us that human beings are going to have doubts at times, are going to struggle with our faith when life is extremely difficult.
· I say again, GOD UNDERSTANDS….GOD IS PATIENT…GOD IS LOVING AND FORGIVING!  God does not condemn us for our moments of doubt.
III. THE CHURCH SHOULD WELCOME DOUBTERS AND STRUGGLERS
Many years ago in another church there was a teenager who called himself an agnostic and was bordering on atheism.  I think you know that the difference between an agnostic and an atheist is that an agnostic says, “I’m not sure what I do or do not believe” and an atheist says, “I do not believe.”  This young was one of the most intelligent persons I’ve ever met. Brilliant.  So brilliant that he could think about things, about the complexities and issues of life far beyond the average adult – of any age, and thus come up with questions, concerns, doubts that were hard for any person of faith to answer.  I remember one youth gathering at which he took the Bible dropped it on the floor and said, “This is just a book; that’s all – a book; written by human beings; with more questions than it has answers; I don’t see anything special about this book.  It makes for interesting reading, but it’s just another compilation of the views of people written over a long period of time.”  

We took an interest in each other and spent quite a bit of time talking about questions of the faith.  I really liked him and enjoyed talking with him.  Truth is he really challenged me to be able to answer the hard questions of the faith and to explain the faith more adequately than might otherwise be the case.  While he didn’t during that two year period become an avid believer, I did feel that progress was made in his continuing openness to talk about matters of Christian belief and practice.  You see, I was willing to talk with him, in spite of his doubt, about matters of faith and that kept him wanting to talk about matters of faith with me.  I didn’t judge him or condemn him for his doubt; I sought to be in dialogue with him.
We the Church need the doubters and strugglers in our midst.  Let me tell you some reasons the church needs to allow the doubters in, even encourage them in:

1. We need their honest challenges and questions.  If we don’t hear what the doubters are saying and thinking, we don’t know what we need to do to reach those whom God is calling us to reach.  We can’t reach those out in the world if we don’t know what they’re thinking and feeling.
2. Their honest questions make us think through our own faith and mature in our ability to express it.  Conversing with people struggling with faith can help each of us articulate our our own faith more effectively and faithfully.
3. They remind us that in one way or another none of us are here because we have our act totally together; none of us do.  They don’t and we don’t.  
4. It insures that we are the loving and caring and accepting people of Christ that Jesus calls us to be.  When we willingly and eagerly open our doors to those who struggle and doubt, we are being the inviting and accepting people God expects us to be.
IV. IN THE END, FAITH IS JUST THAT -- FAITH

I read recently an interesting story told by a minister in another city who was at one time pastor of Dr James Cronin.  Dr. Cronin teaches in the Department of Physics at the University of Chicago.  In 1980 he won the Nobel Prize in physics.  He obviously is a most brilliant man.  This minister shares about the occasion when Dr. Cronin’s daughter was married and Dr. Cronin offered a toast to his daughter and her husband at the reception.  In that toast Dr. Cronin said, 

“Cupid took his bow and shot an arrow into the air…[poetically

explaining how his daughter and her husband came to be together].

Dr. Cronin’s pastor was astounded at what he heard and he wrote about that experience with these words:

“Dr. Cronin didn’t continue those words with an analysis of the arrow’s trajectory, or its velocity, or the aerodynamics of its design, as you might expect from a Noble prize winner in physics.  No, with those words he admitted what we all know to be true.  You can’t explain love.  You can’t scientifically analyze love.  You can’t prove by some Nobel prize winning scientific formula what is or is not love.  Love is just love.  It happens and we know it’s true even though we can’t prove it.”


You get the message, don’t you?  Some of the great things of life just can’t be explained.  In fact, the best things of life, the things that matter most, can’t be proved.  There is no scientific explanation for them; there is no absolute rational explanation for them.  They are a matter of faith.  The best things in life, in essence, are matters of faith.


Let me illustrate further.

· Just because you can’t understand or explain the resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth doesn’t mean it isn’t true; you believe it by faith.

· Just because you can’t comprehend the power of prayer or always be sure how your prayers are going to be answered, you believe in prayer; it’s a matter of faith and trust.

· Just because you can’t prove that God created the world doesn’t mean that God didn’t create the world; it’s a matter of healthy and reasonable faith.

· Just because physicians and scientists can’t figure out what part God plays in the healing of our bodies when we’re ill doesn’t mean God isn’t at work; we believe by faith that God’s healing presence does make a difference.

· Just because no one can offer explanation for those serendipitous moments in your life when things happen that bring you peace or strength or new opportunity doesn’t mean God isn’t at work seeking to bring good things to you; you have right to believe it by faith.
In end we are people of faith!
Let us return in closing to the 22nd Psalm.  The Psalmist begins with questions, doubt, uncertainty, the feeling that God has abandoned him; yet he ends with words of faith.  He says:

4bIn you our fathers put their trust; 
       they trusted and you delivered them.

5 They cried to you and were saved; 
       in you they trusted and were not disappointed….

9 And you brought me out of the womb; 
       you made me trust in you 
       even at my mother's breast.

In essence, the Psalmist ends by saying that even amidst his doubts, struggles, and questions, as others before have believed, he will believe.  He ends by saying that he has faith and trust in God.  May this be our mantra as well!

