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      INTRODUCTION

      This book came about in a funny way. When I was in New York presenting an earlier book on the spiritual life, Spiritual Progress, someone asked me a question that threw me for a minor loop. Rather than ask for an explanation of Spiritual Progress, one man asked whether there was anything I had wanted to write about but didn’t. I paused for a moment, somewhat taken aback by the question. But then the answer came to me quickly:
         “Trust in God.” I had even included a chapter on trust in God in my original outline, but I had run out of both space and
         time. “I guess that will be your next book,” the man replied. That night, our little exchange played over and over again in
         my mind as I lay awake in bed.
      

      Back in Rome, I started bouncing the idea off friends and colleagues. I even came up with what I thought was a clever working
         title—Can God Be Trusted?—playing off the slogan on U.S. currency. Yet I never expected the reaction I got. I was with a friend named Jeff one evening,
         and I told him of the project, nonchalantly throwing out my title idea. Jeff suddenly got serious, looked me right in the
         eye, and asked: “Well, can he?”
      

      “Can he what?” I answered, honestly confused by the question.

      “Can he be trusted? Can God be trusted? What’s the answer to your question?”

      Up till that moment I really hadn’t thought of the title as anything more than a catchy, rhetorical question. I assumed that
         the answer was obvious. Over the following months I realized it wasn’t obvious at all.
      

      Granted, in my years as a spiritual counselor I had often encountered people with trust issues. It seems that everyone, in
         fact, has trouble trusting God at some point in his or her life. Our modern trust issues aren’t limited to God either. It
         is rightly said that our civilization is undergoing a profound crisis of trust. Think of emotional relationships, for instance.
         Look at the way people put off marriage, afraid of both others’ infidelity and their own! Others sign prenuptial agreements
         covering everything from the division of assets to how many times a month they can expect to have intercourse. In business
         relationships, too, a simple handshake no longer means anything. We need to bring in a lawyer to draft a detailed contract
         outlining every aspect of our arrangement so we will have legal recourse “if need be.” Having been let down so many times,
         we no longer trust our government, our spouses, our friends, or even our parents and siblings.
      

      But this trust crisis does extend to God as well. In my experience, in fact, there seems to be nothing more difficult than
         maintaining a real, unshakable trust in God throughout life. The problem of rampant evil in the world, natural disasters,
         and the suffering of children and innocent people all throw our naive confidence off balance. But it is when we experience
         a personal letdown that we truly begin to doubt. Personal tragedy, unfulfilled aspirations, and the “silence” of God in our
         lives can all lead to profound desperation. Some become “realists,” and others sink into cynicism and nihilism.
      

      But it is one thing to have trouble trusting—no matter how difficult—and another thing altogether to question God’s trustworthiness.
         For some reason I assumed that people generally believed God was trustworthy. Jeff’s question caused me to seriously doubt
         that assumption.
      

      Realizing my fundamental error, I decided that Can God Be Trusted? would be different from previous books. I wouldn’t just tell readers what I thought about trust in God, or even what the
         Bible teaches. I decided to try to find out what other people think about trusting God and the real hurdles they face in doing
         so. I assembled a small team of researchers, and together we interviewed hundreds of people on the issue of trust in God:
         young, old, male, female, believers, and nonbelievers alike. The results were both surprising and enriching. I will share
         some of those results with you throughout this book, interspersing real-life testimonies with my own reflections and questions.
         I hope the results please you as much as they have pleased me.
      

      I will, however, tip my hand regarding my answer to this question. I am not an unbiased observer with no opinion on the matter. You probably won’t be surprised to
         learn that I believe God is totally and absolutely trustworthy. I believe, in fact, that in a world that often seems to be
         made of quicksand, God is the only truly rock-solid ground that exists. And I bet that wherever you stand and whatever personal
         experiences you have had, you want that to be true. You would like me to convince you that you can trust God. We would all like to believe that the world makes
         sense, and part of that sense means there is a good and loving God who can make everything all right. But we don’t want anyone
         to pull the wool over our eyes either. If God cannot be trusted, we want to know it once and for all. There’s no sense in
         believing in fairy tales.
      

      Part of this exploration will involve trying to understand what we can expect from God and what we shouldn’t expect from him.
         Surely some of our disappointments with God stem from expecting the wrong things, things he never promised or intended to
         give.
      

      It seems to me that in the midst of all our reasons not to trust, God continues to invite us to confidence in him. He looks
         us in the eye and asks us, even begs us, to believe. He insists that he loves us, he has a plan, and in the end everything
         will work out if we stick with him.
      

      So, along with the real, personal experiences and moving testimonies I will share with you, I will also make a case for trust
         in God. I will give you what I believe to be some solid reasons to lean on him, to rely on him, and for some of you, to give
         him a second chance. Maybe someday you can share your story with me.
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      THE DOWNSIDE OF DISTRUST

      Blessed are the pessimists—it is sometimes said—for they will never be disappointed. There is some truth to that. The one who
         expects nothing can never be let down. Hope and trust are scary things. We risk betrayal and disappointment. We risk abandonment
         and disillusion. It is much safer to hope for nothing, desire nothing, aspire to nothing.
      

      In our crazy, mixed-up world, distrust has become something of an ideal. We don’t want to be anybody’s fool. We would do anything
         to avoid being taken advantage of like some naive simpleton, duped by the first shyster to come along. So we protect and defend
         ourselves against any sort of con. We make distrust a virtue.
      

       A story is told of a New York lawyer who one day calls his ten-year-old son in for a lesson. He has the child stand on a
         chair with his back to his father, then tells him to close his eyes and fall backward, promising to catch him. The young son
         is hesitant at first, but since it’s his father, he eventually does as he is told. As soon as he closes his eyes and plunges
         backward his father steps out of the way, allowing his son to come crashing to the ground. Bruised and crying, the son struggles
         to his feet, glaring at his father and asking, “But why? Why?” The father replies, “Sorry, son, but the most important lesson
         you have to learn in this life is that you can’t trust anyone, not even your father.”
      

      For most of us, this story is heart-wrenching. Who is capable of such cynicism, robbing a boy of his innocence at such an
         early age? Yet when you think about it, this is a key message of today’s society. Better to distrust a thousand times when
         you could have trusted than to trust even once and be betrayed. There are few things we disdain more than gullibility.
      

      Our hostility toward naïveté goes hand in hand with our love of self-sufficiency. It is truly the American ideal. We are raised
         with a default mentality of self-help and self-reliance. We learn to do things ourselves, to think for ourselves, and to solve
         our own problems. We are critical and questioning, responsible and autonomous. We are self-made and self-sustaining.
      

      Think of how important it is in our society to show that we didn’t get a free ride. How many fathers and mothers talk about
         how tough they had it when they were children? People speak with evident pride about how they held down three jobs to pay
         their way through college, or how they worked their way up from janitor to become CEO of the company. These rags-to-riches
         stories of personal achievement fill us with admiration and make us want to be like these self-made heroes.
      

      



         I’m a scientist so I’m really not into anything like that [trust in God]. I believe in evolution and God had nothing to do
                  with it.

         —JAMES, AGE 34

 
      


      Our movies, too, teem with models of this sort: the maverick who takes on the system, the lone vigilante who brings criminals
         to justice, the stop-at-nothing journalist who digs and digs till she unearths the true story. We revel in these accounts
         of individuals who did it all on their own, despite the resistance of others. Their suspicion of others was vindicated, their
         distrust justified. Trust no one but yourself.

      SPIRITUAL AUTONOMY

      We can carry this mentality over into even our spiritual lives. Talk of a Savior and forgiveness and God’s grace makes us
         uncomfortable. That is for the weak. Trust in God is for those who have run out of other options and are brought to their
         knees by circumstances outside their control. We prefer to be self-justifying. We want to be our own saviors. Just tell us
         the rules, and we will achieve greatness—not a shared greatness where God steals our thunder, but personal, individual greatness
         with no one to thank but ourselves.
      

      What is self-righteousness, after all, if not the conviction that we have no need of assistance—human or divine—to reach moral
         purity? The self-righteous are proud in their subjective assurance that they have never needed God’s mercy. They know—in theory—that
         God is merciful, but they believe this is a chip they have never needed to cash in, like a trapeze artist who has never needed
         the escape net that waits below. They know that if—God forbid!—they ever really needed his mercy (in a serious way, and not
         for their little peccadilloes), they could get down on their knees and ask for it. Yet—thank God!—that has never been the
         case. They believe that they have taken the high road of righteousness, over the low road—the cop-out—of those who have needed
         to appeal to God’s mercy and grace. They aren’t saddened at never having experienced God’s forgiveness; they are proud of
         it. Mercy is for the weak folk, the economy-class Christians, the “sinners.”
      

      These self-made Christians are the sort who see another person doing something wrong and smile smugly, announcing with evident
         relish that so-and-so will get his comeuppance on Judgment Day! Rather than longing for sinners’ conversion and salvation,
         they yearn for divine retribution. People must answer for their actions. Each person makes his or her bed and must lie in it. Their God is a God of justice, rubbing his hands in anxious anticipation of punishing recalcitrant sinners. Mercy is an unfortunate
         addendum to the gospel, a concession made in order not to frighten people away from the overarching truth that God is just. No favors. No plea bargaining. No quarter requested, and none given.
      

      Few would articulate their beliefs in these terms, but many live this way. Last year I met a young man named Nicola who summed
         up his beliefs like this: “I believe God gives us one chance, but not two. If we blow it, that’s it. It’s our choice. And
         that’s the way we should be with other people. Give them one opportunity to prove themselves. But after that, there’s no coming
         back and begging for a second chance.”
      

      This spiritual model is a natural offshoot from the self-sufficiency I described a moment ago. Radical independence leaves
         no room for reliance on anyone, not even God. Distrust of others and self-reliance go together like eggs and bacon.
      

      CRACKS IN THE THEORY

      Yet I would like to venture an unpopular thesis. Self-sufficiency is a destructive myth and a bad model. It is destructive
         first because it is a lie. After all, as much as we would like to think we’ve always done everything on our own, we haven’t.
         We didn’t create ourselves, give birth to ourselves, feed ourselves when small, educate ourselves, or take care of ourselves
         when we were sick. We benefit from books others wrote, eat food that others grew, make use of technology that others developed,
         and enjoy a freedom that others fought and died for.
      

      But even beyond our objective dependence on others, self-sufficiency is a bad model and a false ideal. It is unworthy of pursuit. Even if we could reach a state of absolute self-reliance, in so doing we would have ruined and dehumanized ourselves.
         In distrusting others we may think we’re smarter than the rest, but in the end we become profoundly unhappy. We work and work
         at reaching self-sufficiency, and just when we get there we realize it leaves us empty. We cut our reliance on others to the
         point that we become islands, neither trusting others nor allowing others to depend on us, only to find that an island is
         an unhappy soul.
      

      Think of the real-life people you know who most closely resemble the “self-made man” I have just described. Think of a person
         you know who depends on no one, trusts no one, and attempts to do everything for himself or herself. Someone like Howard Hughes
         or Citizen Kane. Now ask yourself: Is this person happy? Has this person reached the ideal that we should all aspire to? In becoming self-sufficient, what has
            this person had to sacrifice? Was it worth it? Many times, in seeming to achieve everything, such a person really loses everything that really matters. “What does it profit
         them if they gain the whole world, but lose or forfeit themselves?” (Luke 9:25).
      

      Granted, responsibility, know-how, and critical thinking are all noble and worthy goals. We should aspire to a certain degree
         of self-reliance, but not to the exclusion of trust and interdependence. Responsibility is praiseworthy until it reaches the
         point that we rely only on ourselves. By assuming the worst of others, we belittle ourselves and hole ourselves up behind a wall of our own making.
         In its worst expressions, habitual distrust leads to fear and paranoia (think again of Howard Hughes); but even in its more
         mitigated forms, it detracts from the person and undermines relationships.
      

      How did this situation come about? How did we reach the point that distrust is no longer a vice to overcome, but rather a
         virtue to pursue? There are undoubtedly many historical and cultural reasons, along with the recent breakdown of family life
         and the pandemic of broken promises. But I would like to point to another cause, more subtle but even more decisive.
      

      THE ORIGINAL DECEIT

      To ask where distrust comes from, we must ask where human sin came from, because sin and distrust are strangely related. What
         first brought it about? The Bible tells a story of the fall of man, the first sin of human beings. No matter what you may
         think about the historical accuracy of every detail chronicled in the first chapters of the book of Genesis, the narration
         is worth contemplating. It reveals deep truths about the human condition and our broken relationship with our Creator.
      

      What we most often fail to realize is that original sin is fruit of the original lie. The devil doesn’t start off by simply inviting Eve to sin. He starts by questioning her and getting her to question God.
         He asks with mock innocence: “Did God say, ‘You shall not eat from any tree in the garden’?” (Gen. 3:1). The devil knows full
         well what God had commanded, but he wants Eve to start analyzing God’s command and to question its reasonableness. Then he
         can provide an alternative account, contradicting God’s version: “But the serpent said to the woman, ‘You will not die; for
         God knows that when you eat of it your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil’” (Gen. 3:4–5).
         The devil’s lie can be summarized: God is not to be trusted. Before Satan induced Eve to sin, he had to undermine her trust in God. He had to sow suspicion regarding God’s motives.
         Only when Eve began to doubt God’s goodness was she ready to disobey him. And once Eve doubted God, the Fall was inevitable.
            1
         
         

      

         
I don’t believe God should be trusted. God doesn’t need to be trusted. We have our own decisions to make and that’s all there
                  is to it. God can do as he pleases.

         —SIMON, AGE 28



      

      The scary thing is this: the devil’s MO hasn’t changed. He still seeks to sow distrust. More than anything else, the devil
         wishes to separate us from God, and the only way to do that is by undercutting our trust in him. The less we trust in God,
         the more alone we feel in the universe. Instead of getting “smarter,” we simply become disconnected.
      

      DISTRUST DESTROYS THE SOCIAL FABRIC

      The devil’s lie didn’t only break down our trust in him; it also destroyed our trust in one another. Genuine community is
         based on trust. Without trust, no society can stand for long. Look what happened in countries behind the Iron Curtain during
         the long reign of Communism. I spoke with a man who lived in the Soviet Union all his life. He told me that living in Communist
         Russia, you never knew who the spies were. People informed on their neighbors, their parents, their children, their colleagues,
         and their teachers. Everyone you met was a possible government informant. People lived in terror, never knowing whom they
         could trust. At that time, you learned never to share your thoughts with anyone else and to live behind locked doors.
      

      The man who explained all this to me told me that even now, years later, he finds it hard to trust. He finds it hard to look
         people in the eye, for fear they should see something and report it. Fear and distrust go together. To live in distrust is
         to live in fear. We dare not trust, because we are afraid of what could happen if the other person betrayed us.
      

      We shouldn’t think that this sad scenario is just the stuff of totalitarian states. Our democratic society also depends on
         trust and breaks down when distrust takes over. To take one mundane example, look at how companies vie for the public’s trust.
         They bend over backward to gain consumer confidence and hold it. This is essential for their image and profits. There is no
         better long-term guarantee of sales than customer loyalty, based on trust in a company and its products.
      

      A simple survey of ad slogans for major products and services reveals an astonishing recurrence to the trust motif. In its
         publicity the abortion provider Planned Parenthood claims to offer “info you can trust” on sexuality and relationships. The
         Everpure Company sells “water you can trust.” SolidSkate manufactures “longboard skateboards you can trust.” The firm Kan
         Herb offers “Chinese herbal products you can trust.” Cyberauthorize doesn’t beat around the bush but claims to be simply “the
         company you can trust.” In fact, nowadays it’s almost impossible to find a company that doesn’t proclaim its trustworthiness
         as a key reason for buying its products or using its services.
      

      For this reason, companies invest huge sums of research and advertising money to prove that their products and services are
         reliable. As a kid, I was accustomed to hearing television ads for Trident gum that authoritatively announced, “Four out of
         five dentists surveyed recommend sugarless gum for their patients who chew gum.” I must say that this slogan had a real effect
         on me. For years I have chewed nothing but sugarless gum. Now I don’t know whether the claim is actually true. How many dentists
         were surveyed, for instance, to obtain the figure of “four out of five”? I certainly never actually asked a dentist whether
         he recommended chewing sugarless gum (though I have no doubt that he would). The point is that the slogan won me over, and I’ve been chewing sugarless gum ever since.
      

      But the contrary is also true. There is nothing like consumer distrust to crush a company’s success. Do you remember the Tylenol scare in the autumn of 1982? Seven people in the Chicago area died
         after ingesting Extra Strength Tylenol capsules laced with potassium cyanide. In the aftermath of the incident, Johnson &
         Johnson, Tylenol’s parent company, halted Tylenol production and advertising. A nationwide recall of Tylenol products was
         issued as well. At the time there were an estimated 31 million bottles in circulation, with a retail value of more than $100
         million. As a result, the market share of Tylenol collapsed from 35 percent to 8 percent.
            2
         
          After a herculean effort to regain consumer confidence, the company was able to reestablish itself with time, but not all
         firms are so fortunate.
      

      We can see that distrust not only diminishes us as individuals, it also corrodes our society. Human beings are relational
         creatures, made to live in community and to work together. The glue that binds us together is a fundamental trust in one another.
         Distrust dissolves that glue and leaves us alone and isolated. Far from being a virtue, distrust is a cancer that slowly eats
         away at our personal and social well-being.
      

      Diagnosing the disease is only the first step. We must also find the cure. If distrust is not the way, then what is? What
         does trust have to offer besides increased exposure and vulnerability? Why is trust a better road? This will be our topic
         for the next chapter.
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