IS GOD THERE?

By Dr Selwyn Hughes

 

It would be good if we could begin right away by affirming that there is a God — it would be a solid foundation beneath our feet — but I realise that some may not be able to do this with confidence. To them, God is either vague or unreal, or they are not sure He even exists.
Not many people, however, are convinced atheists. The last research I read on this subject put the figure at about 5% worldwide. It was Blaise Pascal, the great French mathematician and philosopher, who said: “The heart holds convictions which the head knows nothing of.” I have often wondered if that is what underlies the question many have put to me, which goes something like this: “A part of me is an atheist, but another part of me is a believer. Why?”

I think King Solomon, writing thousands of years ago in the Old Testament, gave us the answer when he said: “God ... has also set eternity in the hearts of men” (Ecclesiastes 3:11, italics mine).

Many who doubt the existence of God are quick to claim that their doubt is not a denial. Honest doubts are no barrier to knowing God, providing of course those doubts are looked at and examined in the light of truth. Some, it must be said, find their doubts harden into scepticism, particularly as they look out at the hard facts of life — unmerited suffering, earthquakes that wipe out thousands, appalling hunger, child abuse, the underlying tension in modern life, the seeming heartlessness of nature and so on. Such people believe their scepticism is not something voluntary, but something unavoidable.

Atheists and agnostics often ask the question: “Can you prove that God exists?” When I am asked that question my reply is usually along the lines of: “No, I can’t prove that He exists any more than you can prove He doesn’t exist, but I can show you how you yourself can have it proved.” I will present the Christian position, and assuming you accept it and follow the steps I suggest, then I have absolutely no doubt God will make Himself known to you.

Consider this scenario for a moment: imagine looking at a glorious sunset with a friend who momentarily has his back turned to it and you say: “Just look at that beautiful sunset.” What would your response be if he said: “Prove it to me”? Wouldn’t you say: “Well turn around and it will prove itself to you”? Then what if he persisted: “No, I won’t turn around. Prove it to me”? Is he being fair?

Or take another possible scenario: you hold in your hand a beautiful rose and you say to a friend: “Just smell this fragrant perfume.” She responds by saying: “I don’t believe it smells as good as you make out — prove it to me.” You would probably place the flower near her nose and say: “There, smell it for yourself.” But what if she closed her nostrils and still persisted: “No, prove it to me”? Is she being fair?

At one time, I vacillated between belief and unbelief on this question of God’s existence, and I remember sitting down one day to give my mind more deeply to the issue. First, I went to a dictionary to see how it defined God, and this is what I read: “God is a superhuman being worshipped as having power over nature and human fortunes.” Then I opened up the pages of a Bible and read the first verse, which begins like this: “In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth” (Genesis 1:1).

I was struck by the fact that the Bible did not argue for the existence of God but assumed it. It simply said that the way all things began was by a creative act of a Supreme Being described as “God”. I brushed aside (as best I could) some of my prejudices on this issue of God’s existence and took a look at the universe around me. “If there is no God,” I said to myself, “how did universal law and order come into being? By chance?” The more I thought about this the more the idea appeared nonsensical, and despite the fact that this was the firm belief of most of my teachers at school, I remember coming down firmly on the side of a creative mind and a creative act.

How could a universe such as this, I reasoned — a universe filled with a cosmic orderliness that stretches from the molecule to the furthermost star — come together by chance? And how could this orderliness just happen to stay together by chance throughout the millennia? That, I came to be convinced, was a hypothesis that stretches credulity. It involves believing that universal chaos gave birth to universal order — by chance. “Anyone who believes that,” I said to myself, “must spell ‘chance’ with a capital ‘C’ and mean by it God.”

I asked a commercial printer, the father of a friend of mine: “How long do you think it would take for you to throw a font of type in the air, before it came down to form itself into one of Wordsworth’s poems?” He replied: “The possibility of that happening by chance is so remote it is not even worth considering.” Someone has calculated how many chances to one it would take for the world to have happened by chance, and the figures go round the world thirty-five times.

Sir James Jeans, a scientist, worked out that it would take a hundred million years for a hundred thousand monkeys, tapping at random, on a hundred thousand typewriters, to happen by chance on one of the plays of Shakespeare. And then after the letters had been formed they wouldn’t know what the letters meant! When you pick up a book and see there is intelligence in it, then you know that behind that intelligence is an intelligent mind expressing itself through that intelligence.

Does intelligence come out of non-intelligence? If so, that is a miracle that demands as much faith as the account of the creation given in the book of Genesis. Again, you and I have purpose — we choose. Did that purpose come out of a purposeless universe? That too would be a miracle. Do we see the inkpot determining to write a book? Do the stones come together to form a Taj Mahal? If a person does not believe in a creative, purposeful God, then he or she is forced to believe in a miracle — the very thing they condemn in someone who believes.

A man I know, a professor of engineering who passed through agnosticism to faith, put it this way: “The universe never made sense to me and I never felt comfortable being in this world until I came to accept the existence of a Creator God.” Perhaps this was the same idea running through Rousseau’s mind when he said: “If there is no God we would have to invent one to keep people sane.”

I found it difficult to get away from the argument that intelligence must come out of intelligence, and that something must come out of something, and I invite you now to look at this again with me. Consider the universe in which you are living. Doesn’t it respond to intelligence? Can’t it be intelligently studied? Intelligence has gone into it, and since that intelligence is so wide and awesome, shouldn’t you spell it with a capital “I”? It is this Intelligence which the Bible describes as “God”.

Once I came to accept the idea that God existed — that God was there — I found myself faced with another problem: how this strong and creative God could allow such suffering to go on in His universe. I did not know it at the time, but this it seems is typical of what goes on in the minds of many people when they first come to accept the fact of God’s existence. Dozens of times, when debating with students about the existence of God, I have noticed that once they become convinced that God is there, the next question they ask is: “Why does an all-powerful and creative God allow such suffering to go on in His world?”

Most people (according to research) believe that God exists, but many are not sure that He is benevolent. And it is not difficult to understand why. There are many things about the universe that make it difficult to believe in a God who is good. Plane crashes, cancer (my own wife died with it some years ago), malformed children, sexual abuse, volcanic eruptions that wipe out whole villages, and so on.

“Don’t tell me that God is good,” said a father to me one day, pointing towards his newborn daughter whom he had just discovered had been born without a bowel. Believe me, it’s tough being a minister at times like that.

What answer, then, did I come up with as a youth to this question of why an all-powerful God allows suffering in His universe? I was not able to answer it to my entire satisfaction — either then or now. Honesty compels me to admit that while I can come up with thoughts and ideas that make sense of it all, really there is no complete and satisfying answer to the problem of suffering. After all the explanations have been given, there is an element of mystery here that baffles comprehension.

Nevertheless, let’s consider it further. One of the most well​ known arguments people use to open a discussion on the mystery of suffering in the universe is this: God is supposed to be all-powerful and completely good, but there is so much suffering in the world. Therefore God cannot be all-powerful and all-good.

Throughout the centuries, philosophers, theologians and great thinkers have come up with different views on the subject. One view people have taken is that our misfortunes and sufferings are a punishment for our sins. In other words, we get what we deserve. Everyone, says this school of thought, even the best, have secret sins, and suffering is the way God uses to punish them.

Another way in which people have tried to make sense of suffering is to see it as life’s educational system designed to help us move forward in the world. Lighthouses, they say, are built out of shipwrecked sailors. Roads are widened because of mangled motorists. The suffering of some, they argue, is necessary for the greater good of us all.

A third view that some people hold concerning the presence of suffering in the world is that it contributes to a divine design. They see the universe as a beautiful carpet: looked at from the right side it is a marvellous work of art, but turn the carpet over and you will see a completely different picture. Everything is a mass of different threads — some short, some long, some cut, some knotted. From this the analogy is drawn that God has a pattern into which every one of us must fit, and that pattern requires that some lives be knotted, some twisted and some cut short, while some are allowed to live to extended old age. One day in the after-life when God turns the carpet over (and only then) will we understand the purpose of suffering. We will see how we have contributed to His work of art.

Yet another view (and one that appears to be highly popular in contemporary society) is that put forward by Rabbi Kushner in his best seller When Bad Things Happen to Good People. In this book, Kushner tells very movingly how he and his wife faced the news that their son had been born with a condition known as progeria — rapid aging. The doctors said that he would never grow beyond three feet in height, would have no hair on his head or body, would look like a little old man while he was still a child and would die in his early teens.

During the years that he and his wife struggled with the problem of their child’s distressing condition, Rabbi Kushner says that he looked again at all the arguments as to why a good God should allow suffering in His universe. He was not satisfied with these views and struggled to come up with one that was more satisfying.

The view he eventually alighted upon was the view which might be described as “the theory of randomness”. Not all events that happen on earth necessarily reflect God’s choice. They happen at random, and randomness is another name for chaos. When God made the world He left it to work by itself, and a system left to itself evolves in the direction of randomness. “The earthquake and the accident, like the murder and the robbery,” says Kushner, “are not the will of God, but represent that aspect of reality which stands independent of His will and which angers and saddens God even as it angers and saddens us.

I have great sympathy for Harold Kushner’s loss of his child and his subsequent struggle in coming to terms with his pain. He strikes me as being an honest, sincere and noble man. However, I disagree with his conclusions, as they represent a view of God which is contrary to the ideas taught in both the Jewish and Christian Scriptures. The picture he presents is of a God who is loving, but who is powerless to influence His creation in the way that we might expect an all-powerful God to do. It may be a satisfying explanation to Kushner, and it has obviously helped him to come to terms with his situation, but it is not an explanation that is true to the Bible.

I am not surprised that his book When Bad Things Happen to Good People became a best seller, because it presents an explanation of God and a view of suffering that appeals to the modern mind. It is the picture of a God who is good, not wishing evil to come to His creatures, but one who is struggling to avoid being overtaken by the problem of randomness — an inevitable result of the way He designed His creation.

I prefer the explanation given by the great writer C.S. Lewis, who argued that suffering cannot be regarded as arising from God’s inability to rule the world. Far from it. If God creates a material universe and then gives men and women freedom of action and they use that freedom in ways that are not in harmony with the universe, suffering is the inevitable result. Having exercised His power in creating the universe and giving men and women a free will, He cannot block the outcome of that free universe when that freedom is used wrongly and produces suffering. “Try to exclude the possibility of suffering which the order of nature and the existence of free wills involve and you will find that you have excluded life itself.”

No one has experienced more difficulties and suffering in this life than that well-known Bible character, Job. He was stripped of all his possessions, lost his family, and finished up with some depressing physical problems. When he asked God for an explanation as to why he was suffering, the Almighty responded by reminding him of His great power. Listen to what God said to this man who was caught up in the midst of the most terrible suffering:

 

Then the Lord answered Job… “Who is this that darkens my counsel with words without knowledge? Brace yourself like a man; I will question you, and you shall answer me. Where were you when I laid the earth’s foundation? Tell me, if you understand. Who marked off its dimensions? Surely you know! Who stretched a measuring line across it? On what were its footings set, or who laid its cornerstone — while the morning stars sang together and all the angels shouted for joy?” (Job 38:1-7).

 

Job, after hearing these strong words, was left in no doubt that God was all-powerful. How then would the Creator go on to explain the mystery of suffering? He didn’t. He simply revealed Himself to Job in a way that left him with a deep sense of His abiding presence. God didn’t explain. He made clear to Job that He was with him in his suffering. And for Job, that was enough. The problem of suffering is not resolved in the book of Job, or in any other book of the Bible. Nor for that matter in the whole of philosophical literature. But Job discovered something that put the pain of his suffering in a new context — he discovered God. The greatness and the power of the Almighty were borne in upon him and in the light of that his problems were put into a completely different perspective.

Listen to how Job responds to God’s questioning of him: “My ears had heard of you but now my eyes have seen you. Therefore I despise myself and repent in dust and ashes” (Job 42:5-6).

What God wanted from Job was his trust. When that was forthcoming, Job’s whole situation changed. This is a tremendously important truth for those who require a clear explanation for the presence of suffering in the world. God doesn’t explain; He simply draws near. And believe me, when God draws near — when you know God — so comforting is His presence that no explanations are necessary.

I believe that one reason why many people accept the view that God is good but limited in His power, and that suffering exists because of His inability to control it, is because we are passing through a period of human history in which we have, as someone has put it, “a shrinking God”. The twentieth century was not kind to the idea of God. Consequently the twenty-first century has not done away entirely with the idea of His existence, but there can be little doubt that it has a limited view of Him. In today’s world God is seen by many as being there, but not as necessary to human life as previous generations thought Him to be.

Why should this be? What accounts for this trend to view God as less and less important? It really began with a movement of European thought called the Enlightenment, which started in England in the seventeenth century, gathered strength on the Continent in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and became a powerful force here (and almost everywhere) in the latter part of the twentieth century.

The philosophical base beneath the Enlightenment was that reason is the most important thing in life, and human beings need no longer live by objective bodies of thought which come from outside one’s own mind. People must work out for themselves, it was argued, how to make their lives work. Reason was in; revelation (the unfolding of divine truth through the Judeo​ Christian Scriptures) was out. The Enlightenment was viewed by many as bringing to a close the age of Christendom in which the Church was a controlling factor and the clergy the dispensers of wisdom. Thus began what is now described as “the post-Christian era

Although this movement took a stronger hold on the Continent than it did in Britain (due to several powerful spiritual movements in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries), it has in the latter half of the twentieth century established itself and now rules supreme. We now live in an age of secularism which takes for granted that every ordinary person works out for themselves all matters of basic belief and life strategy. The authority of the Church is much less than it was, the Bible is placed on a par with the writings of Shakespeare, and children are being brought up in schools, colleges and universities in which there is a sub-Christian (even anti-Christian) mindset. God, if He exists at all, is seen as no longer relevant.

Another thing that has contributed to the idea of a shrinking God is the way in which the domain of men and women has been extended by modern-day technology. The twentieth century was an age of tremendous advances in the field of human achievement. Think, for example, of some of the successes and conquests: the automobile, the development of jet aircraft, men walking on the moon, interplanetary space travel, the communication explosion with satellites covering almost every inch of the globe, the rise of the computer, the advances of medical science, the wiping out of diseases like smallpox, implants, spare-part surgery, and so on.

When Samuel F.B. Morse invented the telegraph in the early nineteenth century, the first words he sent across the wire on 24 May 1844 were: “What hath God wrought?” When Neil Armstrong stepped out onto the surface of the moon in 1969, his first words were: “That’s one small step for man; one giant leap for mankind.” Notice who gets the credit and who gets left out when it comes to twentieth-century marvels.

The psalmist (one of the authors of the section of the Bible known as the book of Psalms), when contemplating the work of God, said this: “O Lord ... how majestic is your name in all the earth! ... When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and the stars, which you have set in place, what is man that you are mindful of him, the son of man that you care for him?” (Psalm 8:1, 3-4).

Dr A.C. Craig, a British preacher now deceased, said: “Today we take those words of the psalmist and give them a new twist which reads like this: ‘O man, how excellent is your name throughout the earth. When I consider your inventions, the work of your fingers, the aeroplanes and atomic bombs you have made, what is God that I should be mindful of him, or the Son of God that I should reverence him?”’

There is something terrible about an age that has become so accustomed to the idea of a shrinking God that when His name is mentioned we no longer stand in awe.

Another more recent theory that has contributed to the idea of a shrinking God is the one put forward by those who call themselves the advocates of the New Age. I must confess I am deeply disturbed by this school of thought. Its basic beliefs seem to be that there is no personal God, just a cosmic force, an energising principle. Every human being is a god and thus one has to rely not upon a God “out there” but the god who is within. Shirley Maclame, one of its main proponents, publicly defended these ideas in New York and was challenged by someone in the audience: “With all due respect I don’t think you are a god.” She replied: “If you don’t see me as God, it’s because you don’t see yourself as God.”

In his book Bridge Building, Alister McGrath says this concerning the idea that you are your own god:

 

The attraction of this ... is enormous. If you are a god, you can make your own rules and nobody can argue with you. Laying down the law is, after all, one of the privileges of divinity. Unlike Christianity, there are no “Ten Commandments” or a “Sermon on the Mount” to provide moral guidance; the New Age-er can rely upon the “god within” to provide a conveniently undemanding ethic of self-fulfilment.

 

In an age of a shrinking God, I often wish that the highest heavens were my pulpit and the whole world was my audience. What would I say? I would tell them first of all that God is there; that life did not spring forth on its own, but was brought into being by the great Creator. And I would tell them also that there is an even greater issue than the existence of God; it is the importance of God. A God who exists but does not matter — who does not make a difference in the way we live on this earth — might as well not exist.

To go through life and not know Him is to have existence without meaning.
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