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Does God exist? 

Someone told me this week that the answer is simple because it has to be either yes or no. (He may have been looking for a short sermon.) He expected my answer would be yes, but he wasn’t sure where he stood. 

Does God exist? It’s a good question.

I’m grateful for the way the 16th century Presbyterians in Scotland answered. 

“We confess and acknowledge one God alone,” they said, “to whom alone we must cleave … and in whom alone we put our trust. Who is eternal, infinite, immeasurable, incomprehensible, invisible.” (PCUSA Book of Confessions, 3.01. Written in 1560)

Thank you, John Knox. He and the five others who wrote those words sound like modern physicists discussing the nature of the universe: “infinite, immeasurable, incomprehensible, invisible.”

Wherever people have looked to the heavens at night, wherever parents have peered into a newborn’s eyes, wherever youth and children have gazed into the darkness and wondered what was there – the question has come: Does God exist? 

Some of you may have suspected a set-up: what preacher would allow the answer to be “No?” The whole thing must be a ploy to get people in the door – a homiletic bait and switch. I confess to a certain amount of that – but I also know that in our pews today are people who genuinely wonder if there is something out there that is larger than what we see and know. 

Our confirmation students had their share of questions about God. Take a look at their faith statements posted in the Heller Commons. “God,” one of them says, “is mysterious, loving, complicated, and huge” – something like incomprehensible.

Another student says, “I’ve always been a little confused about what I believe when it comes to God.” Thank you for your honesty. You’re not alone.

I appreciate the adjectives the students use to describe God. “Subtle.” “Unexplainable.” “Mind boggling.” 

And I was especially grateful to the student who wrote, “I think it is important to go to services because we are the congregation and if we don’t go, then who will Tim preach to?”  Good point.

Does God exist? We are not the first to ask. We need only turn to the pages of scripture to hear the same question.

“As a deer longs for flowing streams,” the psalmist writes, “so my soul longs for you, O God.  My soul thirsts for God, for the living God. When shall I come and behold the face of God? My tears have been my food day and night, while people say to me continually, ‘Where is your God?’” (Psalm 42:1-3)

Like the Hebrew poet, better to face our deepest questions than to leave them festering unanswered in our consciousness.

In recent weeks there has been a debate about the existence of God in The Wall St. Journal, of all places. That such a discussion would take place in a leading business newspaper suggests the significance of this issue for America. At best we are confused about religion in this land; at worst – and we have seen some of that recently – we are narrow-minded and cruel, especially about other people’s religions.

Stephen Hawking started it in the Journal by arguing that a Creator does not exist because we do not need one. The universe began spontaneously out of nothing, he says, not requiring any assistance from an original being. That’s the atheist argument: the world can only be understood as a set of natural causes. In such a universe there is nothing for a so-called god to do. (A few radical Jewish theologians would agree, but with a slight twist; they argue that once the world was created, God ceased to exist because the Creator was no longer needed. The work was finished. See Rabbi Richard Rubenstein’s interpretation of Jewish Kabbalah teaching.)

Hawking takes on religion in a relatively benign fashion. Some of the new atheist writers, however, are decidedly more aggressive. Richard Dawkins wrote the book The God Delusion, for instance, not only to refute the claims of religion, but also to contribute to its utter demise. With other neo-atheists he seeks to dismantle every vestige of faith. Some of you will recall the Death of God movement of 50 years ago, featured on the cover of Time magazine in April 1966; it was tame in comparison to the work of Dawkins and company. These writers are, if we can use the word, evangelical in their effort to spread the news that God does not exist. 

A little humor in all this helps. Professor Terry Eagleton says, with irony, “Without God, Dawkins would be out of a job. It is thus particularly churlish of him to call the existence of his employer into question.” (Reason, Faith, and Revolution: Reflections on the God Debate [New Have: Yale University Press, 2009], p. 9)

Our first response to the inaugural question in our worship series this year might surprise you. Does God exist? I hope so. 

I hope so because I need God to make sense of my life. We need God because we need something or someone bigger than us to find a way through the challenges of the human condition – the pain and loss, the suffering and loneliness that confront us. There seems little reason to hope if all we have is human capacity. And so we thirst for God, as did the psalmist long ago, because we need God. 

Does God exist? I hope so.
Our second answer to the question might well be, “I don’t know.” I don’t know because this is not a matter to be settled by the typical ways of empirical knowledge – which is how many of us are tempted to approach the question. I don’t know. 

To respond to the question of the existence of God is much more a matter of trusting, a matter of the heart and the inner life, than of knowing, a matter of the cognitive mind. We who embrace faith do not ask ourselves to accept certain unbelievable claims or to suspend what we know about how the world works in order to make ourselves into religious beings. We do not live in a religious bubble part of the time and the “real world” the rest of it. Instead, we sense that we are invited into a relationship with an incomprehensible and loving mystery, a relationship that begins and ends with trust.  

To concede the indecipherable nature of God is not new. The 16th century Scots located themselves on the margins of empirical knowledge when it came to the Almighty; in the 21st century we might find ourselves taking a position right alongside them. God is “infinite, immeasurable, incomprehensible, invisible.” 

None of that, however, means that God does not exist.

After a lecture in which the well-known 20th century atheist Bertrand Russell defended his atheism an angry believer in the audience asked the philosopher, 

“‘And what will you say when you stand in front of the throne of God on judgment day?” Russell replied: ‘I will say: “I’m terribly sorry, but you didn’t give us enough evidence.’” (Quoted by Tim Crane in Mystery and Evidence,” NYTimes.com, The Stone, September 5, 2010) 

The chief objection of Dawkins and other neo-atheists is precisely that: religious claims do not stand up to scrutiny. For them, faith amounts to “belief without evidence,” which is to say it amounts to nothing at all. (John Haught, God and the New Atheism [Louisville: Westminster John Know Press, 2008], p. 4) The existence of God is an hypothesis that can be tested and proven or disproven like any other. 

There is a hardening of the spiritual arteries among these new atheists. They avoid any serious engagement with theology. They content themselves with examining the literalism of fundamentalists who approach faith in much the same way they do their atheism. The goal of the atheist is the end of faith. The goal of the fundamentalist is the unassailable certainty of faith. Traditional theology seeks neither; rather, it embraces God as mystery beyond our knowledge and faith as relationship and commitment to which we surrender our heart, mind, and soul. 

It is a strange way to assert the non-existence of God. Most of us who worship and serve God do not make – or need or seek – claims of verifiable evidence to support our faith. In his gospel John readily concedes the inscrutability of God. “No one has ever seen God,” he says, perfectly aware that trusting God and proving the existence of God are two very different things.

The Apostle Paul is in the same camp: “Now hope that is seen is not hope,” he writes in his letter to the Romans. “For who hopes for what is seen?”

Does God exist? If you want us to present hard evidence, we cannot – and although that may confirm your disbelief, it has no effect whatsoever on our faith in God. 
There is, admittedly, a degree of choice in coming to faith. The writer of Deuteronomy has God saying to the Israelites, “See, I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and your descendants may live, loving the LORD your God.” (Deuteronomy 30:19-20)

Choosing God, as the confirmation students have done – even when God is mysterious and subtle and unexplainable – is the first step in the direction of faith. We choose to trust that there is more to life than meets the eye and we want to give it a name.

There is a scene in the film Shawshank Redemption where the main characters, two convicts, are in the prison yard talking about hope. Andy, played by Tim Robbins, is a banker sentenced to life for murders he did not commit. His buddy Red is a lifer, too, who has been in prison so long he doesn’t want to leave. The two cons are talking about hope, but it might as well have been a conversation about faith. 

Although his prospects for ever being released are bleak, Andy refuses to give up. He’s been there over two decades already and there is nothing to suggest he will ever be paroled, but he does not give up. He speaks of his hope of being free one day, of living in Mexico on the beach. Red calls it a “pipedream,” but Andy won’t let go of it.

“You’re right,” Andy says, “It’s down there and I’m in here. I guess it comes down to a simple choice, really. Get busy living or get busy dying.”

Choose life that you may live. To choose to live is to decide to trust that there is reason for hope beyond that which we can see or measure or prove. Remember what Paul said? “Now hope that is seen is not hope. For who hopes for what is seen?” 

What we call faith is hope by another name. It is trust in a strength beyond our own. It is the confidence that love has power that cannot be measured. It is the claim that there is something beyond the limits of human knowledge that draws us toward it. It is the conviction that “The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not overcome it.” (John 1:5)

The word of hope is the substance of faith, the very word of which John writes in the poetry of the opening lines of his gospel: “In the beginning was the word, and the word was with God, and the word was God.”

The author of Deuteronomy tells us that word is not difficult to find. 

“It is not in heaven, that you should say, ‘Who will go up to heaven for us, and get it for us so that we may hear it and observe it?’ Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say, ‘Who will cross to the other side of the sea for us, and get it for us so that we may hear it and observe it?’ No, the word is very near to you; it is in your mouth and in your heart for you to observe.” (Deuteronomy 30:12-14)

Therefore, choose the word, the word that was there in the beginning, the word that is life, the word that is the light of all people. 

Does God exist? At some point we choose, either yes or no. Our response can be a statement of hope rather than of certainty, and we need not fear the lack of evidence. In fact, such evidence would obviate the need for faith, for who hopes for what is seen?

If the answer is yes, then a reasonable next question would be, “How do we know God?”  That is the subject for next week, but to today’s question I choose to reply, I make my choice to say, not only with my heart but also with my mind and with my entire being: yes, God exists. 

And I exist to worship and serve this One to whom alone I must cleave and in whom alone I put my trust, this One who is “infinite, immeasurable, incomprehensible, invisible.”

Thanks be to God.

Amen. 
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