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The Preface (paradox)

There is a famous philosophical paradox derived from the custom for an author to acknowledge substantial help in the preparation of a book, and also to accept full responsibility for any mistakes. In other words I believe there are no errors in this book, thanks to my incredible team of experts acknowledged below. I also admit my (and their) fallibility, and therefore I simultaneously believe there are errors in this book. Although this statement itself may be one of the erroneous ones. 

If you can pardon the paradox both that I believe there are, and there are not errors in this book, there is some hope as you tackle the rest of the book. 

As you ponder this paradox, let me say my heartfelt thanks to Ian Metcalfe, a publisher with a passion and a good friend who has helpfully stretched me as an author. Also to my mother June who, as you will read, taught me to pray and trust from the beginning of my life to the end of hers. Also to Olive Baxter, a patient and godly Sunday School teacher whose lessons she taught me when I was seven years old are still being learned today. To Bruce Milne, author of Know the Truth, a book foundational to my adult faith, who has been gracious enough to read mine. To Pete Greig, Mark Galli, Malcolm Duncan, Andy Croft, Adrian Reynolds, Michael Jensen, Ann Holt, David Kinnaman, Alan Hirsch and Lucy Peppiatt, who have given me considerable encouragement (not to mention generous endorsements). To Ruth Roff and Kate Craigie, editors extraordinaire. To my wife Miriam who has cajoled me and crafted the manuscript from conception to completion. To my children, Joel, Luke, Anna, and Elly who I hope will one day read and be encouraged by this book, just as I have learned many of its lessons from them. 

And, yes, notwithstanding these fine contributors, any errors found herein are mine alone. 


Introduction

It was much easier to keep my eyes on the floor than to meet the mother’s gaze as she knelt by the bedside, with thick black lines of makeup smearing down her face. The boy’s father glared accusingly at me as though I was implicated in the tragedy that God had brought to his family. The one-year-old in the hospital bed had been babbling and bubbly just a few days earlier – gorgeously boyish. Now he was blind, crying incessantly, his body rigid. It was supposed to be a routine operation; now his screams expressed how we were all feeling – his piercing cries made audible the pain of the tragedy, the panic for the future, and the ever-present question, ‘Why?’ 

Why does God allow such meaningless suffering?

And what sort of God do we worship, anyway?

I have always struggled to understand God. As a child, I remember sitting on a shrunken brown wooden chair with my hand in the air and my toes just about reaching the polished parquet floor. My young, smiling Sunday School teacher never let on that she was fed up of my regular interruptions to her well-intentioned story-telling. ‘Who made God, miss? Is God bigger than the universe, miss? Why does God tell Abraham to kill his son? Will he tell me to hit my sister? If I do hit my sister, then isn’t God responsible, because he is in charge of the universe? If I’m only half-sorry for hitting her, will I only get halfway to heaven, miss?’ 

My Sunday School teacher always had an answer. One of the following usually seemed to be enough to shut me up, if only until the following Sunday morning:

‘If we could understand God, then we would be God.’

‘God works in mysterious ways.’

‘Don’t be awkward – get on with your colouring.’

As I sat in that hospital, with tragedy all around, I knew I could not pass on her advice. I needed more than a pat answer, a slick one-liner or a handy proof-text. I sat in silent prayer, asking God for wisdom, grace and hope. It was in that moment that I began a journey that would lead me to discover that it is often in the mysteries of life that we learn most about the mysteries of God. It is the very paradoxes of Scripture that help us to come to God most effectively when life itself is a paradox. 

A paradox, just to be clear, consists of true statements that lead to an apparent or real contradiction in logic or intuition. The birthday paradox is a classic example. How can you reconcile these two statements?

The boy has had three birthdays.

The boy is thirteen years old.

They appear to contradict logic and intuition. But once we discover that the boy’s birthday is 29 February, the contradiction disappears. Easy.

However, the paradoxes that come to light when we try to think about God deeply are nowhere near as easy to resolve. How can God both be always with us, and yet so often seem alarmingly distant? How can Jesus’ death bring us life? How can a God who tells us to love our enemies ordain the wiping out of a whole generation, or command genocide? Why do we bring our prayers for healing to a God who, we are forced to recognize from experience, often doesn’t oblige? 

Facing up to hard questions about God can be disconcerting. Believers may feel we are letting the side down if we dare to admit we still have questions. Perhaps we fear that in admitting to unresolved questions in our faith, we might lead other people into doubt and destabilize, or even destroy, their faith. Often we are taught – or at least we pick up by osmosis – that Christian maturity means giving confident, slick answers without a hint of uncertainty. But this is simply wrong. False assurance is no assurance at all, and taking time to tackle the difficult passages of the Bible head on may in fact be exactly what we need to help strengthen and life-proof our faith. If what we believe is true, it will stand up to questioning.

One of the paradoxes of faith is that years of living the Christian life and studying the Bible do not give us immunity from the troubling questions of faith. In fact, sometimes the longer we have been Christians, the more questions, doubts and struggles we have. Just like in any other field of study, the more you know, the more you know you don’t know. As we will see during the course of this book, the Bible itself gives us many examples of our heroes in the faith who dare to direct their questions straight at God himself. Knowing that it is OK to raise and struggle with the mysteries about God can be extremely liberating. Far from challenging our faith, it can be exactly what our faith needs. If our faith is true – the truth – then our God must be big enough to face our questions. They don’t need to be a dirty secret.

Most of the time, what we hear about in church and what we might study in our own personal reading of the Bible focuses on the same safe Bible passages, with the same comforting texts, even recycling the same anecdotes. We become expert not in wrestling with the big questions of faith, but in filing them away. We put them into a mental folder marked ‘unanswered’.

And then, one day, we find ourselves sitting in an intensive-care unit somewhere, wondering whether we know God at all. Suddenly we realize that those questions weren’t actually safely filed away; instead, the files are overflowing, mounting up and ready to spill over the floor, or like an over-crowded email inbox just waiting to crash the whole system.

Paradoxology was going to be a book of troubling questions that everyone asks. But instead it is a book of troubling questions that many people never ask, because we have become convinced that it is unhealthy to discuss them. We worry that, exposed to the light, our faith will fade away; tested on difficult ground, it may shatter. But if our faith is that fragile, it was never true; if our God is that easily defeated, he is not the true God. Whether we have built castles of doctrine on what prove to be flimsy foundations, or we have metaphorically curled ourselves up in a ball around the fundamentals of the gospel, avoiding good questions is not going to lead to any kind of answers.

What I want to ask is, what if we’ve been going about this all wrong?

What if the tension between apparently opposing doctrines is exactly where faith comes alive?

What if this ancient faith we call Christianity has survived so long not in spite of but precisely because of its apparent contradictions?

What if we have settled for neatly packaged, simplistic answers, instead of seeking out the deep and rich realities of our faith?

What if it is in the difficult parts of the Bible that God is most clearly revealed?

What if it is in and through our doubts that we learn the meaning of true relationship with the God who created us – of true worship?

What if Christianity was never meant to be simple?

Paradoxology makes a bold claim: that the paradoxes that seem to undermine belief are actually the heart of our vibrant faith, and that it is only by continually wrestling with them – rather than trying to pin them down or push them away – that we can really worship God, individually and together. As we search the Scriptures we find that even the most heroic figures, the models of courageous faith in the Bible, those to whom we habitually look for strength, struggled with the conundrums of God’s character. Their struggles illuminate and validate our struggles, and their faith and worship in the midst of despair can help us in our faith and worship too. 

Whether you are exploring the Christian faith for the first time, or have been leading a church for years, the premise of this book is based on the liberating fact that the Bible has more room for doubt, uncertainty and struggle than we have ever allowed ourselves to believe. God is fully able to handle our inquiries and our inconsistencies. We don’t need to protect God or the faith he has given us from our difficult questions.

We can bring our questions into the open with confidence, and with humility we can listen to what God says, following clues the Bible gives us, and our faith will grow, not founder. 

It is my desire that this book, argumentative and opinionated as it is, should be a form of doxology – that is to say, an expression of praise to God. Expressing problems and praise together is not a contradiction, as we will discover. In fact, worry and worship, doubt and devotion frequently go hand in hand in Scripture. As we tackle head on these tough questions about a God who allows suffering, instigates genocide, demands the impossible, promises to speak yet remains deafeningly silent, we will discover that, paradoxically, it is in the parts of the Bible we find most difficult that we find the most treasured and valuable truths about God. When God seems most difficult to understand, it is then that we can see him most clearly and love him most dearly. 

My hope is that Paradoxology will help our faith to grow stronger by daring to flag up some of the paradoxes about God that challenge us, rather than covering them up. My belief and my prayer is that together we can lift our eyes off the hospital floor and up to God who can help us as we face the joys, tragedies and mysteries of life.
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