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  Praise for After Shock





  “Kent Annan walks his readers through the rubble of the earthquake that hit Haiti unforgettably. I have known Kent for eight years since he and his wife first moved here to Haiti and lived with a family in the countryside to learn and experience Haitian life. After Shock tells the story of all of us who have lived through this terrible event.”




  Jean Claude Cerin, Tearfund Haiti




  “Kent Annan struggles with his faith existentially. This is no simple attempt to excuse God for non-interference in the suffering that pervades Port-au-Prince following a devastating earthquake. Instead, it is the poetic confession of a Christian who faces his doubts and questions about God, and yet goes beyond them to find a newer, stronger faith.”




  Tony Campolo, Professor Emeritus, Eastern University




  “Annan has put into words the questions many of us wrestle with in silence, and done so with such humanity and humility, it’s impossible to walk away unchanged. This is a raw, beautiful and courageous book, brimming with truth on every page.”




  Rachel Held Evans, author of Evolving in Monkey Town




  “Like Kent Annan, I’ve walked through the devastation of Port-au-Prince and its surrounding mountains in the wake of the January 2010 earthquake. Like Kent I’ve seen and smelled the tragedy, and shaking questions have met my soul. In After Shock he describes palpably how Christ’s broken, resurrected body meets our brokenness in a tangible, fragile, personal way—a way so essential to a lasting faith. After Shock will summon you to a journey of real, vibrant, honest faith in the holy God who promises to be with us always, even in the bruised and broken circumstances of life.”




  Benjamin Homan, president of John Stott Ministries and former president of Food for the Hungry




  “Page after page in After Shock, I’ve been blown away by Kent Annan’s raw honesty, risky vulnerability and human sensitivity. On top of that there’s his robust and clear writing style. And there’s the simple fact of where he’s been, what he’s seen and felt, what he’s asked and refused to accept, and how he’s struggled to make sense of it all. It yields a rich book that has the chance, with your cooperation, to make you a better Christian, a better human being.”




  Brian McLaren, author/activist




  “This is no ivory-tower exploration of faith and doubt. In After Shock, Kent Annan offers a muscular, gritty and devastatingly hopeful model of a faith lived between the questions. Like Haiti after the earthquake, it recoils from quick-fix inspiration or a sappy resolution. Instead it offers something much more powerful: truth.”




  Jason Boyett, author of O Me of Little Faith and Pocket Guide to the Afterlife
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  A man comes across an ancient enemy, beaten and left for dead. He lifts the wounded man onto the back of a donkey and takes him to an inn to tend to the man’s recovery. Jesus tells this story and instructs those who are listening to “go and do likewise.”




  Likewise books explore a compassionate, active faith lived out in real time. When we’re skeptical about the status quo, Likewise books challenge us to create culture responsibly. When we’re confused about who we are and what we’re supposed to be doing, Likewise books help us listen for God’s voice. When we’re discouraged by the troubled world we’ve inherited, Likewise books encourage us to hold onto hope.




  In this life we will face challenges that demand our response. Likewise books face those challenges with us so we can act on faith.
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  About the Author




  Tectonic Plates




  Tectonic plates are the large, thin, rigid plates that move relative to one another near the outer surface of the earth. They usually move a few inches a year, about the rate hair grows.




  But sometimes they get stuck. The stress builds until it releases, sending energy up through the earth’s crust and shaking the surface. An earthquake.




  Aftershocks are the smaller, follow-up jolts that occur as the tectonic plates get back in motion. They can occur for months or years after the main shock.




  An average of 1 eight-plus-magnitude earthquake, 18 seven-plus earthquakes and 134 six-plus earthquakes happen each year. Several million occur annually, most of them small. Earthquake activity has remained steady for as long as it has been measured, though the increasing population means the shifting plates can result in more human casualties.




  Our lives take place on an unstable planet.
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  “Where were you?” I ask the Haitian teacher I’ve known for years. We’re standing in the countryside near the epicenter of the 7.0 earthquake that devastated the country.




  “I had just said goodbye to the children in my classroom and left school,” she says. “I was walking through the field on my way home. I fell down. So did my friends. We were shocked but also laughed. Then I ran home. It collapsed but everyone was okay. But my aunt and two cousins were in the city. They were inside. They died.”




  “I’m so sorry.”




  “What about you, where were you?” she asks me.




  “I was at home in Florida when it happened.”




  “I know. And what happened to your house there? Did it fall or is it okay?”




  It takes me a second to realize that, yes, of course, to her in that moment it’s like the whole world shook.




  Life Gets Shaken




  Four years ago, I walked to our car with six pounds, eight ounces pressed to my chest. A knit pink cap cradled Simone’s downy head. It was September in North Dakota, where we’d been staying with my wife’s family after pregnancy complications in Haiti. I floated on pride in my wife and new daughter, who made her first venture from the hospital into the world tucked inside my jacket so she wouldn’t be touched by even a stiff wind.




  (The contrasting memory comes to mind as I walk through a town outside Port-au-Prince and near the epicenter. Three friends told me during the day that they had lost children in or soon after the earthquake. One conversation beside a crumpled church, another in a dusty street, another next to three collapsed homes. Meanwhile little Mike was rescued and keepsholding on . . .)




  With Simone snug in her car seat, I checked each way seven or eight times before pulling slowly onto the wide, quiet street. No head of state or loaded Briggs truck has been chauffeured with more care. My eyes scanned the road for broken glass, deer, shredded tire, buffalo.




  Fifty yards ahead a car changed lanes without a blinker. I wanted to chase it down, throw the driver on the hood and scream: “You reckless psychopath! Don’t you know how precious LIFE IS?” Then, after throwing his keys into the ditch, I’d walk him to our car, “Oh, do you see my new daughter? Can you believe that little nose, those long, thin fingers?”




  Eyes, nose, ears, fingers, eyelashes, toes. This world is not fit for such perfection. In those first days of my daughter’s life, everything felt more serious and meaningful. I’d never felt happier. I’d never felt such fear. My black and white turned to vivid color. Pixel density intensified exponentially. All the angles were sharper. The edge of a door could have cut a steak. The joy and fear danced together like faith and doubt.




  If I’d been born in a different time or place, I could have done crazy things to appease whatever needed appeasing to ensure Simone’s safety. Cut the throats of goats and bathe us in their blood. Repeat chants by ancient, drunken priests. Dance, strip, sacrifice, bleed, immerse, pilgrimage, drink, abstain.




  Each time I rolled over in those first nights after she was born, both anxiety and my can’t-stop-staring-at-her awe overcame exhaustion. I couldn’t sleep again till I shuffled around the bed to put my hand on her chest. Up and down. So I could breathe again too. Her ribs curved like delicate twigs. Rest my hand there. I kept doing this ten times a night for weeks. Still breathing. I was grateful to the God whom I struggle to trust, knowing her breath could stop, knowing I couldn’t trust the world into which she was born. For the first year I continued this several times each night—put my hand on her as a silent prayer, as an expression of doubt and gratitude for each breath moving in and out.
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  My daughter Simone is four now, just a few months older than Gustave’s son, Mike. Gustave has been watching carefully over each of Mike’s breaths; it is a wonder he’s still breathing at all.




  Gustave has been a friend for eight years now, since my wife, Shelly, and I first moved to Haiti. We worked with Gustave in the same office, and he drove a taxi on the side. We also shared some adventures—like the time Shelly and I hired him to provide transportation for a group of visitors we were hosting, about a year after we arrived in Haiti. He drove us to the countryside in his pickup truck. On the way back, we had seven or eight flat tires. The last one happened in Port-au-Prince as the sun was setting.




  Still relatively new in the city, we sat exposed in the back of Gustave’s truck while he went in search of a new tire. Soon gunshots started popping nearby. Shelly and I were nervous—okay, verging on scared—but trying to act composed for the sake of our American guests. Gunshots echoed around us again. Then we noticed a TV flickering with a soccer match. The shots were goal celebrations (which was slightly comforting). After an hour Gustave returned and finally fixed the tire. As we approached home and normal breathing resumed, we were able to laugh about it together.




  Gustave also helped us during volatile political times in Port-au-Prince. Sometimes he would volunteer to walk with us through the streets as informal security, or I would ask him to accompany Shelly to a meeting if I had to be elsewhere. We trusted him, even if we had significantly less confidence in his vehicle.




  When the earthquake struck, Gustave was at home with Mike, his wife and one of his two daughters. They quickly ran out of their small concrete block home as it shook violently, managing to escape just before one of the walls collapsed.




  After ensuring everyone was okay, Gustave tried to call the school where his eleven-year-old daughter, Carla, was. Impossible to get through, so he started running down one of the city’s main streets toward where she was a couple of miles away.




  He ran past the Caribbean Market, probably the best and largest grocery store in the country, seeing that it too had collapsed. Dozens of bodies were already lining the street. Sure that Carla must be dead downtown, he kept running. Running through waves of people covered in dust who were walking up the street in shock. Scanning for her white-and-green-striped uniform in the crowd. Losing hope along the way. Until finally he saw white and green. Yes, yes, it’s her. He fell to his knees in the middle of the street, raised his hands and started to thank God with tears streaming down his cheeks.




  Carla ran up and hugged him. “You don’t have to cry, Dad. I’m okay, I’m okay.”




  Six days after the earthquake, Gustave was telling this to me and my friend and colleague John as we stood on a corner in Port-au-Prince. We talked about the mutual friends we’d heard from; we waited for news telling us whether others were alive. At the end of the conversation, Gustave said his son, Mike, was pretty sick. It had started before the earthquake but had gotten worse in the past few days. Any way we could help?




  A few days later John arranged for Mike and Gustave to see a doctor. Gustave thought he was just taking Mike for quick care at one of the emergency tent hospitals. After a brief look at Mike, however, the doctors told Gustave he had to be taken with Mike to the airport immediately and get on a plane for medical evacuation to Miami. There was no time to go home to pack or say goodbye to his wife and two daughters. Now.




  If they hadn’t gotten on a plane then, if the doctors hadn’t been there and the window for medical evacuations hadn’t briefly opened because of the disaster, if treatment in the United States hadn’t started immediately, Mike would have likely died “within a few days or a few weeks,” his oncologist later told me. Mike had leukemia. The earthquake that had just killed about 230,001 saved his life.
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  The earthquake wiped out the equivalent of the population of Corpus Christi, Texas, in an instant. That’s almost 100 times more deaths than 9/11 in a country that is only about 3 percent the population of the United States.




  Elie Wiesel, who lived through the Holocaust and has written profoundly about it, says you must never compare tragedies. You don’t say Stalin’s massacre of four to ten million Russians was even worse than Hitler’s massacre of six million Jews, or vice versa. You don’t say that the genocide of x number of people wasn’t as bad. Any statement that contains “logic” like this—only hundreds of thousands killed, not millions!—is absurd and dehumanizing. Such comparisons diminish those who faced the horrors. People deserve to be respected and remembered in the singularity of what they faced.




  Wiesel is right, of course, and it’s also true that some people’s suffering is much more severe than others’. Haiti’s really is incomparable. But in our own ways we each can face devastation and disappointment. Within the awful individuality of each instance of suffering, whether physical or existential or another kind, is something universally human. Life can crash quickly or slowly, visibly or invisibly: tsunamis and hurricanes and financial collapses, a doctor delivering a cancer diagnosis to a loved one, being laid off from a job, the betrayal of a spouse or girl- or boyfriend, an assault, a son in a fatal car accident.




  God’s children get crushed under the rubble—sometimes literally, sometimes figuratively—all the time.




  I’ve worked with a nonprofit focused on education in Haiti for eight years, living there for two-and-a-half of them. While I wasn’t in Port-au-Prince when the earthquake happened, I’d been there a few weeks before and flew down six days after. Following the earthquake, I’m shaken. I’m searching. People who claim definitive answers on faith, doubt and suffering can’t be trusted. I’m not trying to convert you to faith or to some perspective. Not trying to be careful or right. Not proposing a new theodicy. I am trying to search honestly.




  After 230,001 in a country I care deeply about were crushed, I’m not in the mood to praise God and barely in the mood to believe. But I’m not yet serving my divorce papers; my life feels so wrapped up in the meaning of Jesus Christ that I don’t know that I could escape if I wanted to. “If I make my bed in Sheol, you are there,” says the writer of Psalm 139.




  If this book is written in a literary tradition, it’s a psalm of lament that starts with pain and absence and tries to claw its way by the end to gratitude and faith.




  In the weeks after the earthquake, it wasn’t possible to slow down enough to ask the big questions. And I didn’t want to. The why questions rightly got pushed aside by the how of helping. There were short prayers along the way. Most often for me it was the refrain in many psalms, “How long, O Lord? How long?” I’m still searching this question now. And it’s not just about Haiti. It’s about living in this world.




  This book isn’t a revelation brought down from a Himalayan mountaintop or a silent monastery retreat. I’m in the middle of a lot of work and little sleep. I’m bothered by difficult hiring decisions and budgeting issues as we try, in our small way, to respond to overwhelming needs in Haiti. I’m writing about faith but missed church on Sunday because our son had a fever. I had crazy heart palpitations (or something like that) and a sensation of being shaken as I tried to fall asleep, so I just got a prescription for Ambien to sleep better. I’m disappointing too many people. There are too many unanswered emails. There is so much more I could do to help.




  My parents want me to call more often so they can talk with me—and, more importantly, with their grandchildren. The car engine light has been on for three weeks. The oil was due to be changed 1,462 miles ago. We have two kids and don’t have a will (my mom is appalled in her gentle way). I could be a better husband and father; my wife and children deserve that. I have so much to be grateful for but don’t know that I manage it all well. To the prophet Elijah, God appeared as a gentle whisper. That’s great, but I’m also counting on appearances coming in the cacophony of life.




  The search for faith is mysterious but also gritty. The search has to make its way through the complications of each of our lives, through the ephemeral appearance (we who are Christians believe) of God incarnate as Jesus Christ and also through the rubble in Port-au-Prince where so many lives were meaninglessly, horribly crushed in an instant—mothers and fathers, brothers and sisters, innocent children.




  Faith that can’t withstand getting rocked by all of this ought to crumble like those concrete buildings. But faith that isn’t shaken regularly by life isn’t trustworthy either. Maybe this crisis of faith, this search for faith is something like yours.




  I’m a Christian trying to be as faithful as I can. But some days I’m a determined agnostic. Other days I’m just indifferent and making it through life’s ups, downs and “to do” lists in such a way that whether God exists doesn’t seem to matter. Sometimes I believe in God but would rather not consent. I’m conservative some days, wishy-washy on others. Through all the iterations, I’ve returned to find God—specifically in Jesus—inviting me into love and gratitude.




  But with each shock and aftershock in life—and this earthquake was one of them—the search seems to restart. Then I see whether I keep finding faith or not in the middle of the suffering and uncertainty of this world.




  PART  ONE
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  Confronting


  a Crisis of Faith
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  Faith can seem certain. A sense of peace or clarity, the mysterious beauty of life, or the transformations seen in yourself, in someone else, in a community—it couldn’t be other than God.




  But there are also shocks to the system when God seems either absent or negligent. Do we ignore these shocks and their aftershocks?




  Sometimes a crisis of faith happens in an instant; other times it’s a drift into uncertainty.




  Welcome confirmations of faith. And just as important, pay attention to the crises of doubt or unanswered questions. Honest faith doesn’t deny God, but it doesn’t deny the uncertain and painful reality of life either.




  1
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  The World Crashes All


  the Time
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  How long, O Lord?




  Psalm 13:1




  Living in this world means it might crash down on you at any moment. We’re vulnerable. It can happen emotionally or physically, economically or spiritually. It can happen to us or to someone we love. It can happen to me, which I don’t like. It can happen to my young daughter or son, which I hate.

OEBPS/Images/9780830868360.jpg
KENT ANNAN

ahor of Falowin s Thvohhe e ofhe Neoe

SEARCHING FOR HONEST FAITH

WHEN YOUR WORLD IS SHAKEN






OEBPS/Images/SceneSep.jpg
E 3





OEBPS/Images/ShortLine.jpg





OEBPS/Images/LIKEWISE.jpg
™

LIKEWISE . ..





OEBPS/Images/Dots.jpg





OEBPS/Images/IVP_Books_Quarter.jpg
VP Books





