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“What If Having Questions Were More Important Than Having Answers?”
Job 21:1, 7-22, 34

Sunday, February 6, 2011

Rev. J. Douglas Paterson

I would like to tell you two quick little stories – vignettes that actually happened.

The first is about a United Methodist colleague close to Ann Arbor here who visited one of the big box churches in the area. She wanted to see and experience the service there, since its ministry certainly seemed attractive and successful. The sermon was on a topic that some might consider controversial, or at least they treated it that way, warning that perhaps children should not be in the service. Her experience of the service isn’t what formed her opinion of the church and its ministry. It’s what she overheard while standing in line to use the restroom after the service.

She couldn’t help but overhear the conversation of two women in front of her. One was telling the other how much she appreciated this church and especially the pastor and his sermons. She said something like, “I like how our pastor tells us what to believe, so I don’t have to think about it.” My immediate reaction to that comment was “drink the Kool-Aid.” 

The second story is about my own experience. I may have shared with you before that early in my college experience I was involved with Campus Crusade for Christ. It was a fine group of people. I enjoyed the intentional Bible study and worship. Being fairly new and young on campus, it was nice to be part of a group that warmly received you. That didn’t last long. It became clear that the way I interpreted and understood Scripture (in all of my ignorance) was not 100 percent in alignment with how they interpreted and understood Scripture. And while I enjoyed the banter, evidently they did not. One of their “ministers” was dispatched to meet with me. He was kind and gentle, but in so many words, when he realized that I had some pretty strong beliefs that differed from theirs, he said that I would not be welcomed. Fortunately I lacked neither self-esteem nor ego, and I found the whole thing rather humorous, which I think he found particularly irritating. But I couldn’t help but think of those who are marginalized, who need the warmth and love of community. How easy it would be to be manipulated into lockstep thinking and believing, just to be accepted, just to feel like you are part of a community.
Is there room in the church to ask questions, to think outside the box of conventional wisdom and belief? That question brings us to the fourth sermon in our “What If” sermon series. We already discussed:


What If There Were No God?

What If Jesus Wanted to be Followed More Than Worshipped?

What If Love Mattered More Than Sex?
Today we consider, What if having questions were more important than having answers?
I think the very tenor of our series should lead us to think that it is all right to ask our faith questions, since the whole series is about asking the question “What If.” I do believe, though, that sometimes the Church positions itself in such a way that it communicates this brick wall of understanding – this solid and sure thing that either keeps us locked in or locked out – and every time you run up against it, it basically knocks you out because it does not budge. Is the Church so rigid that it cannot withstand honest questioning?

It’s why I love the book of Job in the Old Testament. Job is not afraid to question God and God’s purposes. You might remember that God and Satan had this little wager going. God was boasting on Job as a strong and faithful servant. Satan responds to God, “Well of course he is. You’ve given him everything he needs and wants. If life were a bit more challenging for him, he might not be so adoring.” God took Satan up on his challenge and said, “Fine, do whatever you want to him, just don’t kill him.”
Granted, we question a God who would so easily put us in peril just to win a friendly wager with Satan. But remember that whole prologue was a latter addition to the book of Job, I think in part because people had a hard time letting the story of Job stand on its own. Too many questions, and not enough answers.

And remember, this was simply the ancients of our faith attempting to answer the age-old question, “why do bad things happen to good people?” And I love how Job’s friends come to “rescue” him. Job hasn’t a clue why life has turned to such malady. He has been as faithful and righteous as he has ever been. In the ancient understanding of faith this should translate into prosperity, blessing, and peace ― which Job was flush and now totally lacks.

His friends, out of their love for him, try to get Job to see reality, as they perceive it through their narrow understanding of faith. Bad things happen to people because they have been bad. “Job,” they say, “you must have done something to tick off God. Just grovel and repent and everything will be okay.” But that was not the life experience of Job. And Job not only challenged that kind of thinking, but the very God, if that kind of thinking were true.

How often does the church resemble Job’s friends? Perhaps the church is truly altruistic, it wants to help people, but is afraid to let people approach God out of their own life experiences, which may have made them angry, frustrated, and questioning. Perhaps like Job’s friends we want to distance ourselves from such questioners for fear of being too close when the lightening bolt strikes.

Or how often has the church acted like the prologue writer who wants to give specific meaning or definite answers to the story? It might be good and helpful, but because we have our being in the midst of God, our explanations will always have a hard time covering all the infinite mystery that is God.

Don’t’ get me wrong. I think the Church needs to come up with answers. A couple of weeks ago we talked about how the emperor Constantine brought together the bishops from around the Roman Empire in order to come to a common understanding of the Christian faith. The Church hasn’t been the same since, for good and for ill. But you can’t approach answers, if you are unwilling to ask questions. With the ongoing wisdom we receive at the hand of God through the Holy Spirit, we may discover that an answer, which worked for a specific place and a specific time, doesn’t work for another time and another place.

Does that mean there is no absolute truth? When I turned 17, I received a poster from some of my friends with a lion sitting on a throne with a crown on his head, and the caption read, “It’s my opinion, and it’s true.” It’s still a character flaw of mine. But I think I have come to understand that my knowledge of the absolute truth of God is faith-based. And a faith that quits questioning quits growing. I am sure there is absolute truth. I am also sure that I can never perceive it anymore than one can box up an infinite God.

Rob Bell in his book Velvet Elvis puts it this way:

A Christian doesn’t avoid the questions; a Christian embraces them. In fact, to truly pursue the living God, we have to see the need for questions. Questions are not scary. What is scary is when people don’t have any. What is tragic is faith that has no room for them.
I am happy for people who don’t want to think deeply about their faith, and can find churches who will tell them exactly what to believe.

I am saddened that others might experience what I did when in college and feel like they are not welcomed because they don’t think exactly as we do, or I do, and choose never to step in a church again.

And while we seek in this church to come up with answers to pressing questions of life and faith, may it never be a brick wall to block you out in or to lock you in.
That is my prayer for you and for me. Amen.
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