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    There are more things in heaven and earth, Horatio,


    Than are dreamt of in your philosophy.




    




    Hamlet, Act 1, Scene 5
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    Wouldn't It Be Nice?




    An old friend who I hadn’t seen since high school recently popped up on Facebook. I smiled as I saw his photos and noticed a little less hair and a little more weight, but his quirky smile was still the same. As I read his information profile, I remembered how cynical he could be. In describing his political affiliation, he wrote, “Nothing changes anyway . . .” I laughed. Then I read his entry under religious views: “Wouldn’t that be nice?”




    Now I am no expert on Facebook entries. I understand that Mike was probably just trying to breeze through a bunch of profile questions with a touch of wit, but this caption caught me off guard. I pondered that question for a little while. What an interesting question.




    Of course the question is really no question at all; it is nothing more than a curt way to express his skepticism. What he means is, It’s a shame faith isn’t real. If I could guess at what he was thinking, he would probably say that Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny, the Tooth Fairy and Tinkerbell are all nice ideas, but they are only that—ideas, feelings, sentiments. So, for my friend, God falls into this category as well. Wouldn’t it be nice if it were all true? The question is actually a statement. Faith is a nice idea, for the delusional.




    If he had entered “Atheist” or “I don’t have any religious beliefs,” I don’t think I would have taken as much notice. There is something about “Wouldn’t it be nice?” that annoyed me. There is something so defeatist about it. Just because it is a beautiful idea does not make it a fairy tale. As if to say that having one ultimate source of knowledge and purpose that is just too good to be true is what makes it ultimately false. Wouldn’t it be nice if all of this we see around us had purpose, that this crazy world is not adrift in meaninglessness, and that at the end of the day there is Someone who stays awake and looks over us, cares for us and loves us.




    It would be nice, actually.




    It would be nice if we weren’t alone on this small planet in the midst of seemingly infinite blackness, because as humans we long for relationship. It would be nice if someone had a plan for our lives, because living merely for ourselves is an empty pursuit. It would be nice to know someone is rooting for us, someone who knew us in the most intimate way and still approved. It would be nice to have someone we could ask for help, confidence, mercy, grace. It would be nice to have the help and guidance of someone beyond our finite humanity, because there are some things that we just can’t accomplish on our own.




    I am increasingly troubled by the growing distrust of the very things we would love to see. It is tragic that people could potentially miss out on something as rich as a relationship with their Creator or the warmth of forgiveness and acceptance of their God just because it seems too good to be true. Isn’t it strange that just because something happens to agree with our deepest longings, we assume it can’t be real? Wouldn’t the opposite be just as true: Since there is a worldwide ancient desire for something Other, there must be something to it?




    Now traditionally Christians have taken issue with the likes of my friend and developed impressive arguments to prove their faith. These arguments are used to debate skeptics and somehow convince them that faith has a rational foundation. Though research has uncovered some interesting facts about the reliability of the Bible and the historical record of Christianity, these debates rarely do anything more than solidify the positions of either side. To be honest, I don’t think we even need to engage in a debate. What if there were no argument for God?




    Imagine agreeing with the “Wouldn’t it be nice” people: You are right, there are a lot of elements of Christianity that just seem absurd.




    But is there room for conversation after saying this?




    I don’t mean to say Christian faith is untrue. Let’s face it, if there is no God—that is, there is no purpose to anything and religion is a fairy tale—would we have discovered it? Is it possible to discover something that doesn’t exist? C. S. Lewis put it succinctly, “If the whole universe has no meaning, we should never have found out that it has no meaning.”[1] So I am not encouraging us to side with atheists and give up on faith. Faith has had traction with humanity for millennia and with great purpose. No, I am not saying that faith is untrue, just unreasonable.




    Perhaps it is not so much un-reasonable as it is beyond reasonable. No doubt you have heard the sometimes overused analogy of ants. In this analogy, imagine you have an ant farm and have become so delighted with the ants that you want to communicate with them. Repeated attempts to talk to them through the glass gets you nowhere; they just keep tunneling through dirt doing their ant thing. You try tapping on the glass. No good; imagine a huge finger from the sky about three miles wide apparently smashing the atmosphere on a cloudless day. Ant panic.




    Now assume you are able to talk with one of them using some sort of translator device. Even then, everything you say would be ridiculous. Imagine trying to share your life with an ant. Your daily life of cars, iPods and blenders would be nonsense to an ant. Everything would have to be mediated by some sort of story or symbol that would help the ant grasp what you are talking about. In a world of find food, build dwelling, make more ants, how would an ant grasp your favorite song or your typical day?




    In the same way, when we talk about things (like God) that are outside the experience of our current existence, we can say that they are (in the most literal way) nonsense, that is, beyond the domain of the senses. So when we talk about the possibility of God and what that means for us, we have to take absurdity and nonsense as starting points. We must do so especially as we speak of the Christian faith, because God decided to reveal himself to us through the person of Jesus. If we take seriously that Jesus was from a completely different existence, the things that he spoke of were beyond our world of five senses. As such they break traditional rules of logic; in fact, they must in order to be authentic. There truly is no argument for God that is capable of bearing the weight of his existence. Things that operate within the realm of human reason bear the fingerprints of human inventors. The stuff of God, however, doesn’t just sound strange, it is strange.




    Let’s pause here for a second. Chances are you have never been encouraged by someone who believes in God to see that faith is absurd. I have had several friends who wanted me to see faith as nonsense and give it up. I have resisted them and usually tried to give reasons for belief. Indeed, Christianity does have logically convincing ideas that can lead someone to belief, and we’ll discuss some of these toward the end of the book. More recently, however, I have wondered why one has to necessarily lead to the other. Why does the fact that faith is hard to accept logically become the end of the argument rather than the beginning of something different? In fact, maybe the more we let go of our secure grip on what makes sense, the more vibrant our faith will become.




    * * *




    Think for just a moment how absurd faith really is.




    The Bible opens with God—a superhuman, fatherly type who at some point before time spoke everything into existence. With no tools, no material, no floor, no ceiling, from somewhere beyond everything we know, he simply said “Let there be” and it was so. This is hard to even imagine. How does someone create with no materials? Where was God standing when there was nothing? The Bible says that God was hovering over the surface of the waters as he spoke things into existence. What water? Do we take literally that God has wings? Or a mouth to speak with? Even if we take it figuratively, where did God come from when he decided to create?




    The centerpiece of Christian theology states that God became human in the person of Jesus. Listen to how crazy that sounds: God had a Son who came to earth as a human. He was completely God and completely human at the same time. This means he could get hungry and tired, but also walk on water. Though he was beaten, he could raise people from the dead. As if this isn’t confusing enough, God died on a cross. Read it again—God died! Christian theologians have wrestled with the meaning of this idea for centuries, and we are still no closer to full comprehension than when we first began.




    Now imagine how illogical the Christian idea of atonement is: God sent himself to pay himself for the sins against himself.




    How does that add up? I have sinned against God and by so doing deserve eternal separation from God, but Jesus’ death paid the price of my sin so that God and I can be eternally reconciled. But if God is God, and Jesus is God, and I am me, how does God pay God for my sin? Isn’t that like God taking a hundred dollar bill from his left pocket to put it in his right pocket? If I borrow your car and get in a wreck, it is one thing for you to forgive me. It is quite another for you to write me a check so that I can hand the check back to you so that we are even. It doesn’t seem to add up!




    Think about what happens when you die. If you are a believer, then you believe that you will one day rise from the dead. Though your body has decomposed and turned to dust, you will live again. We are not exactly sure how it works. Does the soul leave the body at death and go to heaven? Does God reanimate and reconstitute the body sometime in the future? Well, these things sound nice, but not everyone agrees on how it happens. Again, theologians have had fun picking these things apart for centuries. The only thing we know for sure is that upon death bodies slowly turn back to dust.




    So it is easy to see how someone can arrive at the conclusion that it all seems a bit irrational. On the one hand, there is what we know for sure (people die and turn to dust), and on the other is the belief that we will live again someday (wouldn’t it be nice). Most believers, without realizing it, absorb what our parents, Sunday school teachers or culture have taught us about faith, and we’ve made it our own with very little critical reflection. You don’t think this has happened to you? Try answering some of these questions without an “um, . . .” “I think I read . . .” or “Wasn’t there that movie about . . . ?”




    

      	What is a soul? Where is it?




      	Where is heaven?




      	What is an angel?




      	When we get to heaven, will we have memories of life here on earth? What about bad memories?


    




    Think about how difficult these questions are. Now look at how absurd some of our answers are—full of uncertainty and conjecture.




    Now let’s look at what the Bible says about the future. Not only does the Christian faith say that we will be raised from the dead, but the whole universe will be renovated when Jesus returns. According to the Bible, Jesus will return to earth in order to renew the dwelling place of humans and make it a dwelling place with God. The Bible speaks of God creating a new heaven and a new earth. Everything gets cleaned, renewed and perfected: greenhouse gases, carbon footprints, clear-cut forests and smokestack particulates—all gone. It vanishes in one moment on the Last Day as God presents us with a city to live in. Time begins with a garden and then ends with a city. The book of Revelation puts it this way:




    I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.” (Revelation 21:3-4)




    It all sounds so wonderful, so beautiful . . . wouldn’t it be nice?




    Yes, it would be nice, but the fact that faith is so warm and fuzzy only reveals how far from reality it is. Faith is nice, and nice isn’t real. Real is what we can see and test and verify. Real is here and now and observable. We can learn what is real from what we see and sense, because it is tied to logic. For example, in school we learned the law of the conservation of matter, that matter cannot be created or destroyed. As a result, the Bible’s account of creation reads like a storybook compared to the hard science of “what we know.” Simple logic tells us something cannot be items A and B at the same time. Applying this to Christianity, the “fully God, fully human” thing begins to look ridiculous. When the goal of our development is critical thinking, fact trumps faith and the “real” takes precedence over what lies beyond the senses. A false dichotomy is set up between the “real” and the “not real,” and science is set up as certainty while faith is presented as nonsense.




    This is an important distinction, because when I say faith is nonsense I don’t mean that it is not real. I mean quite literally “not of the senses,” something that exceeds the grasp of human sense organs and the reason that is fashioned from them. Simply put, sense and reason are only one slim pathway of what can be known. Just because faith doesn’t reside completely in this pathway doesn’t make it a fairy tale. It’s crazy to think that all that can be known, can be known by humans. Yes, the scope of human knowledge is vast, but we quickly forget that it belongs to a small subset of total knowledge. There are paths that stretch far beyond the human ability to understand.




    What do those paths of thinking look like? For me, as an inquisitive kid, I started to wonder why we are here. I tried to read the Bible but got stuck in Genesis. I tried asking my priest questions, but he was pretty evasive. I remember one Sunday standing at the back door of the church after services. He had preached on something I had questions about. After asking him a few questions about the Bible while standing in the doorway of our church, the organist peered over the priest’s shoulder and huffed that I might be taking the Bible too literally. My priest agreed. I made a mental note that day: beware of organists with the last name of Stanke. That woman was scary. More importantly, I was beginning to understand that the Bible was not as simple as I thought. I was confused and didn’t know where to turn. One day I saw a TV commercial that depicted a man walking on a beach, with a voice-over asking questions like, Why am I here? What is the purpose of life? Are there answers? The funny thing is that this commercial was aimed at forty-somethings—upwardly mobile professionals—and there I was at twelve, eyes glued to the TV thinking, Good questions!




    So I called the number on the screen and asked for my free book called Power for Living. The fact that it was free was the clincher—I had to have this book. When I got my hands on it, I devoured it. It was a series of biographies of professionals and sports celebrities who had trusted their lives to Jesus. In the back of the book was an outline for how to put my trust in Christ. This is where I froze—I was unsure of what it meant to have someone “come into your heart.” I feared the idea of someone actually coming into my body, into my heart. The idea of a strange force invading my body and making me do things that it wanted to do upset me. I wanted to call the shots.




    The whole thing was ridiculous. There I was stopping short of attaining eternal salvation because I was afraid that if Jesus didn’t like Froot Loops I wouldn’t be able to eat them. (Our family didn’t even have Froot Loops in the house, so I was definitely overthinking this.) The feeling was real, though—like I was on a high dive with everyone watching. What should I do? What if I jump, and the result is the opposite of what I expected? I wanted to live my life, not have someone else’s life lived through me. I had heard other people talk about Jesus and always considered them to be freaks. How could someone bleeding two thousand years ago do anything for me today? Does any of this make sense?




    To make a long story short, I jumped. I did what was unreasonable and illogical. I trusted in someone I couldn’t see, hear, taste or feel. I did the absurd. It wouldn’t be the last time.




    I spent the next six weeks trying to convince my parents I didn’t join a cult. There is something unnerving to parents about having a child proclaim that he is born again. It didn’t help in the weeks to come when I had a theological discussion with my parents and affirmed that they were going to hell if they didn’t do what I had done. Twelve-year-olds are annoying enough without the “you are going to hell” speech. Christ had come into my life, but I still had the tact of a tween. Though I was clumsy and awkward in expression, I felt like I had latched onto something great and unexplainable. I wanted them to feel what I had done, but explaining it was difficult.




    I eventually went to Penn State University, where I studied philosophy and religion. Between twelve and eighteen I had read several books on Christianity and listened to kooky pastors on the radio. I was ready to talk about my faith with my professors. I figured one or two would give their lives to Christ. Really. Then I met Dr. Peterson. He was a plucky professor with a bald head, large glasses, quick wit and smile. He looked harmless, but looks are deceiving in academia, and each day brought another assault on my faith. Dr. Peterson, it seemed, saw as his mission to suck the faith out of every student. He would get into long and intense arguments with students as an attempt to expose the absurdity of faith. There were stories of people who had left the faith because of Dr. Peterson. He was a legendary spiritual Goliath.




    It’s hard debating someone who can run circles around you intellectually. I reached a point where I felt tapped out. I had spent the last half dozen years reading books and listening to others about the Christian faith, and generally developing reasons for my belief. I thought I had become a good apologist, but I was faring miserably at the hands of my first real challenge. This was frustrating—I had already nailed down faith. I had made the most important discovery, eternal life, and made sense of Jesus. These were settled issues. At this point I felt I should be building on these foundations instead of questioning them.




    I was miserable. I wasn’t sure what to believe. One night I went back to my room, didn’t turn on the lights, locked the door, knelt by my bed and started to cry. I was scared, tired and confused. I was supposed to have a lot more answers. I had become a huge disappointment. All my reasons for believing were being dismantled. My mind went blank and something escaped my lips—“Lord, I have no reason to believe in you.”




    Admitting this felt traitorous. I couldn’t believe that I said it! This faith, which ignited within me six years prior, now looked like it was becoming doused by reason. At that moment I faced two paths. To the right I could embrace my faith but had to let go of my intellect. I would retain my relationship with God but lose what I had come to learn. I would be stupid—but full of faith. To the left I could embrace reason and logic, and let go of my faith. I would learn the things my professor knew and walk the path he walked, saying goodbye to my journey of faith.




    A deep dread overwhelmed me. It was dark and felt as if someone were standing on my chest. These were very big things to begin considering. You can have this kind of back and forth about someone you are dating or whether you will take this job or that, but facing this kind of fork in the road about faith is much more weighty. Like weighing the pros and cons of a divorce, even the thought of it makes you sick. Had I simply come to the end of a phase? Then again, what if this was the biggest test of my faith? My life as I knew it, both here and eternal, hung in the balance.




    And so I was confronted with fear at a pivotal point in my life. Once again, I was up on the high dive. That night in my room I was scared about what lay ahead. I was worried that a part of me was dying—that my faith journey was coming to an end. But even more, I was afraid of how I would have to change if I wanted to keep my faith. I did not like the idea of not taking the intellectual side of me seriously. To continue in this faith, I felt that I had to abandon my intellect. On the other hand, a life of rejecting God felt lonely, cold and soulless, but a life of stupidity felt hollow, fake and untrue. Everything I knew, all my reasons for believing—the fulfilled prophecies, the archaeology that supported the Bible, all the facts that I had accumulated—fell apart upon meeting Dr. Peterson. The good reasons for belief had become mere reason, an intellectual Ping-Pong match between those who choose to believe and those who don’t. I was frozen in fear because I wanted to believe but wasn’t sure that I could. I imagined it would have been better to have remained ignorant. But that was not a choice for me now.




    So I had an important decision to make—do I jump or go back down the ladder? To go back down the ladder is respectable. I leave with something intact. If I leave this all behind, at least I retain my intellect. I can go on living and learning and not have to worry about the life of faith. Reason wins. Conversely, if I jump off the high dive, I have my faith in God. Even though I would have no intellectual credibility, I could claim to be a person who believes. Both were choices that would leave me with less. One thing was certain to me that night. If I was going to choose faith, I would have to let go and jump in. I couldn’t stand on the board and experience the dive. In order to feel faith, I needed to have faith. In order for it all to make sense, I had to abandon sense.




    And I did. At a certain point I prayed, “God, I choose to believe in you, even though I have no reason to.” The answer was a long time coming, but so very simple. Instead of it becoming an end of an intellectual journey, it became the beginning. What does faith look like when it is larger than human reason? Who does God become after the arguments?




    It was shortly after I leaped that I felt a very calming and soothing presence. Something like a warm hand on my shoulders. I heard, “There, now we can begin.” I felt that God had removed the core of what I thought was faith and replaced it with my decision to believe in spite of the reasons not to. Believing because I choose to believe is a lot different than believing because of the overwhelming evidence of the resurrection of Christ. Instead of intellectual arguments being the core of my faith, my decision to believe in the extraordinary work and person of Christ became the core of moving forward in my faith. There was still a place for the intellect, but it would have to be layered over the core of a decision.




    I had no idea what a huge step I had made that day. I thought I was cutting off a side of me that hinders faith. In fact, I had stepped outside of a restrictive view of what truth really is. To think that the truth about anything can fit within our small frame of reference is nothing short of arrogance. That day I took another step in my journey, which started with the absurd rather than trying to deny it.




    So when one of my atheist friends tells me that faith is irra-tional, I agree and then ask my friend to walk with me down a path beyond reason, logic and sense to see if by abandoning our arguments for God we can find him. So when I invite you to look at faith as nonsense, please understand that I take Scripture, experience and reason very seriously, just in their proper order. And as a courtesy to my high school friend, let’s look at the absurdity of faith first.
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    Seeing Things for the First Time




    Everyone needs to take a trip to a foreign culture. We learn a lot by seeing things for the first time. One of the longest trips I have ever taken was to the Philippine Islands. Besides being a trip to the other side of the world (and twenty-two hours in a plane), it was an adventure of new experiences. When we arrived, I stepped out of the airport and into a heat unlike anything I had previously felt. It wasn’t just hot; it was like stepping into a boiler room. I thought my face would melt. It was so humid I could see the air. I stepped off the curb and shook hands with my friend; at first I thought he had a hand-sweating problem. As I met more people that day I realized that everyone in the Philippines has a hand-sweating problem. When it is 95 degrees with 150 percent humidity, sweat is a way of life.




    We packed ourselves into a small car and drove through the city. I don’t know how we survived. I gripped the side of my seat as we were catapulted down streets with no apparent traffic laws. (My Filipino friends chatted happily.) To me, the city of Manila was complete chaos. There were people everywhere—walking; on bikes; in cars, buses and jeepneys; and pushing carts and wagons. All of them were going somewhere—fast.




    Personal space is conceived of differently in the Philippines than in the United States. Four or five people per taxi was normal. When we loaded our group into the back of a truck, we sat so close together we were sharing organs. The highlight of that first day was watching a moped pass us with a sidecar carrying thirteen people. Yes, thirteen! Can you imagine that many people smashed together on a moped going about thirty-five miles per hour? I had never seen such sights. To my friend, what was a typical day in the city felt like complete craziness to me.




    When we arrived where we were staying, my experience was no different. Conflicting odors of chicken and beef cooked by street vendors mingled with diesel in the heavy, humid air. One smell I will never forget is ballut. Ballut, a Filipino delicacy, is essentially the egg of a fertilized chick or duck two weeks shy of hatching. Yum. Boiled on the street, ballut is eaten by cracking the egg, drinking the amniotic juice and eating the little boiled chick, feathers and all. My friends laughed at my gag reflex. It was a real treat for them; for me it was an animal-rights issue.




    While I never truly adjusted to the idea of ballut, I did become acclimated to the Filipino way of life. I adjusted to the heat and the smell of diesel, and I even developed a hand-sweating problem. I changed from a nervous visitor to a participant in the culture. I learned to relax in taxis as they ricocheted through town. Though I stayed for less than a month, the masses seemed less chaotic and more inviting. In a strange way, thirteen men on a moped began to make sense to me. The foreign had become familiar. I began to lose sight of the way things appeared to me as a visitor. This is what happens to us; the familiar can sometimes blind us to what is right under our nose. Seeing what we have grown up with is like smelling our own breath. The things that are closest to us are the least noticeable.




    The same is true when we look at our beliefs. Some may have a tough time viewing faith as nonsense, but the familiarity of our faith may blind us to its obvious absurdities. When we hear that faith is nonsense, it is natural to take exception or at least to be offended, but try looking at faith as if you are seeing it for the first time, like a tourist. To save the world a man builds a big boat in the desert. Angels talk to humans. God’s Son returns on clouds. Is it possible that these have become so familiar to us that their absurdity is no longer evident? But our resistance is understandable. Questioning our faith seems to ridicule the world we have established our lives on, one that was formed by people we love and respect.




    Recounting the absurdities of our faith forces us to realize that in its purest form Christianity does not conform to human logic. Over the centuries these absurd details could have been edited and cleaned up to fit within the bounds of reason, but they haven’t. Only in the last few hundred years have the faithful felt compelled to make sense of Christianity. So we resist acknowledging the nonsense of Christianity. If we agree that Christianity doesn’t make sense, we fear it will lose validity—revealing that Christianity is wrong. But what I hope to investigate in this book is that perhaps the absurdity of faith is the only way to validate it conclusively. If we are looking for something that proves our faith, logic or reason won’t do it. Ironically, it is the fact that our faith is so strange that makes it so logically compelling.




    So let’s look at Christianity with the same objectivity we would use to understand Haitian voodoo. Let’s try to imagine what Christianity would look like if we had never been to church, never read the Bible or prayed. Imagine the difficulty of understanding ideas like grace (love your enemies) or the atonement (God handed his Son over to die for us). As we step into this sometimes uncomfortable exercise, remember that the more it seems contrary to reason, the more it bears the imprint of something wholly Other.




    At our first tourist stop we will visit a church and examine Christian practices. The church and its worship are very strange phenomena. Where else do people (some of them complete strangers to one another) sing songs, read stories from an ancient book and listen to a speech on how to live? Some churches feature robes and rituals; others, T-shirts and a rock show. Most churches feature a cross—a symbol of an ancient execution. Strange. Bread (or wafers) and wine (or grape juice) are distributed as the body and blood of a someone who died over two thousand years ago. The songs, rituals and symbols on a Sunday morning all refer to events thousands of years in the past. The point of the morning is to worship someone or something unseen and unheard by most. At the end of the time together, someone passes a plate or a basket to collect money. If this were your first time seeing all of this, it may look to you like an elaborate scam.




    If this were a different religion, say Hinduism, wouldn’t you find it odd that they believe in something or someone that very few will ever admit to seeing or hearing? It would be hard to understand how the actions of an ancient religious figure can influence the present. Would the religious rituals seem a bit gory? Wouldn’t these make God sound violent? And what about worship? Doesn’t that make God sound narcissistic? How about the collection plate? Who gets the money? We’ll listen to someone tell us what to believe or how to behave from a book thousands of years old and then he or she asks us for money. Shouldn’t the speaker be paying us?




    Perhaps the strangest thing is that, for all the effort, Christians are no different than anyone else. Groups of people get together once a week, hold hands and sing to an invisible deity. When it is over they go back to a life that is just like everyone else’s—same number of divorces, same number of cheaters, liars, pedophiles, sin and humanity. This is perhaps the greatest irrational element: groups of people who study a holy book act just like everyone else. It doesn’t make any sense. Whether their worship is high liturgy or more like a rock concert, millions of people on Sunday mornings bow their heads, close their eyes and talk to Someone that no one has ever seen and only a slim minority claim to have heard, and they aren’t any different because of it. Strange!




    As a tourist, prayer would strike me as the strangest activity. Let’s say that we know a Mrs. Jones, who is having back surgery to alleviate pain. She has asked members of the church to pray that the surgery goes well. Now, praying for Mrs. Jones’s surgery is a nice gesture, but what is really taking place? Is she being healed or operated on? Does God work through scalpels? If they pray for her to be healed, why take her to a surgeon? As a tourist, I would think that if prayer works, they should skip surgery and stick with praying. Otherwise, it seems they have hedged their bet.
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