THROWING YOUR LIFE AWAY?

Two cows are standing in a field together, chewing grass and exchanging confidences.
The first cow says to the second cow, “I am concerned about these stories of mad cow
disease. Suppose you or | were to catch it and go mad? Are you not worried?”

The second cow finishes her mouthful of grass and looks calmly at her friend.

“Why on earth should I be worried about mad cow disease? | am not a cow. I’'m a
penguin.”

It is a frightening thought, is it not: that you could be completely mad and not realise
it? You could be quite convinced that you were normal and that everybody else was
slightly unhinged whereas in fact you were the person who was insane.

On a lesser scale think, for example, of elderly people who are not able to cope with
everyday living as well as they used to but who insist that they are perfectly capable
and that it is we who are being over-anxious.

Or think of a friend who has fallen in love with someone whom everyone else can see
is bad news but who insists that the beloved is unjustly maligned and that none of his
other six wives ever really understood him.

Think of the people who fall over and over again for get-rich-quick schemes which it
is blindingly obvious, are doomed to fail; think of people who go round putting
everybody’s backs up and then cannot understand why they have no friends; think of
those who struggle with eating disorders or alcohol addiction whilst insisting
vehemently that they don’t have a problem — it is everybody else who will not leave
them alone. It is quite possible, is it not, to get things badly wrong, and not realise it.

And perhaps one of the most frightening areas of concern here is that of religion. You
could devote your whole life — because faith is about your whole life- to a religion
which made perfect sense to you at the time, only to find that you had thrown your
life away on a lie, a mistake, an illusion. It is a challenge which is bound to come our
way sooner or later: when we ask, how can we be sure our God is real?
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Did you notice in our Gospel reading how Jesus barely wasted a thought or a breath
on King Herod? “Herod wants to kill me- so what? Tell him to get lost. He does not
frighten me.”

Now surely Herod, as King of that region, did pose a threat to Jesus. Remember, he
had executed Jesus’ cousin, John the Baptist. But Herod was a weak, cruel man who
cared nothing for his own people and who was content to be used and paid by the
Romans to be a puppet King. His threat to Jesus was only a physical one. He could
threaten Jesus with death but his judgement would make no difference at all to Jesus’
inner conviction that he was the Son of God and that he was called to do the work of
God. Nor would Herod’s actions convince other people that Jesus was not of God. If
anything, John the Baptist’s credibility had increased since his execution. This was
why Jesus was able to dismiss Herod as beneath any serious notice. Nothing Herod
said or did could stop him from fulfilling his mission.

The early Christians took much the same view of political leaders. Everywhere they
went Christians encountered hatred, intimidation, death threats, and, for many, torture
and execution. But this did nothing to diminish their belief in God or their loyalty to
Jesus Christ. Of course they were afraid, horribly afraid of pain and death- who would



not be- but they could not be intimidated into giving up their faith. Why should their
faith in God be affected by people whose only weapons were hatred and violence? St
Paul wrote that “nothing can separate us from the love of God- not trouble or
hardship; not persecution and starvation, not danger or death. In all these things we
are more than conquerors through him who loved us.” And they were. The early
Christians were famous for their courage, their forbearance and their love.

And, as the saying goes, “the blood of the martyrs was the seed of the church.” When
people saw the courage, forbearance and love of the Christians over against the
cruelty, injustice and corruption of their enemies, they sided with the Christians and
so the church grew.

None of us would like to think that we were in danger of being imprisoned for our
faith, of suffering unjust discrimination for being Christians, of being threatened with
pain and death; but being hated by violent, intolerant people is not usually enough to
give us any serious doubts about the validity of our faith. Jesus said once not to be
afraid of those who could only kill the body. We are afraid but we know what he
meant. Physical threat is not enough by itself to invalidate faith. It is not powerful
enough to make us really stop and ask is our God real?
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Far more serious threats are those which attack the heart, the mind and the soul.

- when good, responsible men and women can point to passages in the history
of the Christian church where intolerable cruelty, widespread corruption, and
generations of prejudice have flourished in the name of Jesus Christ and ask
you how you can possibly teach that Christianity makes a better world;

- when conscientious, careful scientific research states that there is no physical
proof whatsoever for the existence of God,

- when the combination of these two factors produces Richard Dawkins who
says that bringing your children up to be religious is nothing more than a form
of child abuse and he can draw on any number of unfortunately true horror
stories of Christian upbringing at the hands of harsh, narrow-minded,
hypocritical believers who raised their children in an atmosphere of perpetual
fear and guilt, leaving them with serious psychological problems.

- when people you love and respect tell you that, as far as they are concerned,
you are deluded in your faith and they can find nothing convincing or helpful
in it for themselves;

- and perhaps hardest of all, when confronting a tragedy rocks your own belief
in a loving God to its very foundations; and when you have no answers to give
to good people who are suffering and asking you where is God?

These are the times when we stop and ask, is our God real? When our minds can
produce no rational or historical proof of God’s existence; when our hearts are torn
apart by people’s suffering and loss; when our souls are desperately searching for the
God we thought we knew and he is not there. These are the moments which make us
wonder- am | throwing my life away?

Did you notice that Jesus was far more distressed about the people of Jerusalem than
he was about King Herod? The people of Jerusalem were just ordinary people who,
for generations, had had to live through some appalling situations. They had endured
one occupation after another; they had seen their city destroyed by enemy action more



than once; they had watched their loved ones being dragged off into slavery or being
murdered before their eyes. They had had to live in poverty and fear. They had been
led by corrupt leaders and taught by false preachers. They were not over-impressed
with God. They were not all that bothered about God. And Jesus could see why. That
was why he cried for them.

It was these people who touched his heart; these people who made him wonder what
he was doing; these people he wanted to reach and could not. And he could see that
their pain would go on and their suffering would go on and their faith would diminish
and what could he do?

The threats of weak bullies like King Herod meant nothing to Jesus. The plight of
suffering men and women, the honest doubts of sincere men and women, the
bitterness of frustrated men and women: this was what stirred him up, made him weep
and get angry and ask questions and withdraw for hours to pray. Don’t be afraid of
those who can only destroy the body. It’s the things which touch the heart, the mind
and the soul that make you seriously wonder about your faith.
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As | said, we all come to these points of ultimate challenge sooner or later. Even Jesus
himself cried out on the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”” He
had been faithful to his work and to his calling. He had done his best to bring about
reconciliation between God and the human race. Yet now he hung on the cross in
excruciating pain, knowing that his friends had deserted him, his enemies were
mocking him, his supporters were horribly disappointed in him and that, to the
average person, his credibility was destroyed. “If you are the Son of God, why not
come down from the cross and save yourself?”

And what do you do? When you have no arguments left? When you have no proof of
any kind to counteract the claims of other people that you are deluded in your beliefs?
When your own experiences have torn what faith you thought you had to shreds?
What do you do then?

I spent a long time thinking about this and the only answer | could come up with is
that we do nothing.

Because none of our arguments ever will prove that God is real. There is a prayer
from the Church of Scotland which says “by ourselves we could not know you, God;
no human wisdom can discover you, no argument can lead to you; no enterprise can
reveal you. In the wealth of all our knowledge the world fails to find you. So you came
to search for us.” We can only wait for God to come to us.

Jesus could do no more on the cross than commend himself to God. But then the
ultimate miracle took place as he was brought back from death and became a hope
and a Saviour for the whole of the human race.

Other people’s stories tell the same tale:

Job, after undergoing every form of suffering known to man and after spending
months trying to work out why, gives up the struggle. Then God comes to him.
Elijah, broken and dispirited, abandons his ministry and his people to run away into
the mountains and wait for death. There God comes to him.

Peter and the other disciples, heartbroken at Jesus’ death, tired of going over and over
questions to which there are no answers, exhausted by their own sense of guilt and
remorse, give up on it all and go back to their old occupation of fishing. And there, by
the lakeside, Jesus comes to them.



You might say that stories like these are too old to be verified and so are no more than
religious propaganda. But research has been going on since the beginning of the
twentieth century into human spiritual experience- people who claim to have
encountered a power, a presence in their lives which can only be called divine.

The two key researchers were Sir Alastair Hardy- an eminent scientist in the field of
zoology and Dr David Hay. Their research, conducted amongst a huge number and
wide variety of men and women- most of whom claim no affiliation to organised
religion- shows that despite an increasingly secular and cynical culture, spiritual
experience is widespread, far, far more common than anyone would ever have
guessed. It happens to people in good times and bad, it happens in beautiful settings
and ugly settings, it happens without any warning or particular effort on the part of
those concerned. Somehow God is making himself known and, according to the latest
report, even as allegiance to organised religion continues to decrease, so reports of
personal spiritual experience are on the increase.

To say that in the time of ultimate challenge to our faith we do nothing might sound
suspiciously like a cop-out, especially coming from a minister who should surely be
offering explanations and answers and coping strategies. But | am not sure. Maybe it
is only when all our arguments have failed, when our strength is gone, when the faith
we have built up has shattered to pieces, that God, the real God, can make himself
known to us. Maybe it is only when life as we have always known it falls apart that
God can create the miracle of new and everlasting life. Maybe it is only when we
have finished hurling the brickbats of our doubts and fears, our anger and pain at the
image of God we have in our lives and we see that image destroyed that we are able to
look up and see the real God still standing there; scarred and wounded but ultimately
indestructible.

“An honest religious thinker,”” wrote Wittgenstein, “is like a tightrope walker. He
almost looks as though he were walking on nothing but air. His support is the
slenderest imaginable. And yet it really is possible to walk on it.”

Amen.



