The Land of “I Don’t Know” (June 15, 2011) by Jim Crosby
So you see, it is impossible to please God without faith.  Anyone who wants to come to Him must believe that there is a God and that He rewards those who sincerely seek Him.  Hebrews 11:6
In 1877, William Clifford, a mathematician and philosopher wrote:  “It is always wrong , everywhere for anyone to believe anything on the grounds of insufficient evidence.”
As John Ortberg writes in his new book:  “Know Doubt.”  Clifford appears to be proposing that since a lot of smart people disagree with each other about whether God exists we should just settle into the land of “I don’t know.”
Ortberg, like us, wants to know.  He says: “I’d like to know.  Not just trust, not just hope.  I’d like the skies to part sometime. I’d like my own bona fide miracle---my own burning bush or magic fleece or the Cubs winning the World Series in my lifetime.”
I’m not sure if any one of those things that Ortberg wants to happen will or not.  But, I’m pretty sure one of them will not.  The one about the Cubs winning the World Series.  Ain’t gonna happen.  LOL!

If we are going to look to the smart people in our world to give us an acceptable opinion about the existence of God, then who do we look to?  There are, allegedly, smart people on either side of the argument.  And smart people sometimes make unwise decisions.

There were three people on an airplane when the plane’s engine started to fail and it headed down.  The three included the pilot, a Boy Scout, and the world’s smartest man.  Complicating things further was the fact that there were only two parachutes.

The smart man grabs one and says, “I’m sorry about this but I am the world’s smartest man and I have a responsibility to the planet.”  And he jumps out leaving the pilot and the Boy Scout.

The pilot turns to the Boy Scout and says “I have lived a long, full life and you have your whole life in front of you so why don’t you take the last parachute and live.”

The Boy Scout says, “Relax Captain,” the Boys Scout says, “The world’s smartest man just jumped out of the plane with my backpack.”

William Clifford was a smart man.  You could say he was brilliant  He was pretty much the forerunner of algebra as many of his applications are still used in mathematical physics and geometry.  In his writings he coined the term “mind stuff.” (Wikipedia)
So, should we believe this smart man and ask “where is the evidence that there is a God” and just keep doubting until we have irrefutable proof.  Should these doubts linger in our minds and keep us from being true believers?

Another smart man philosopher William James says Clifford is giving us bad advice.  Doubt is the wrong alternative if three conditions exist: 1) When we have live options 2) When the stakes are momentous and 3) When we must make a choice.

Seems like all three of those exist when it comes to our own personal decision about God.  As Ortberg points out our life is a ballot that we cast for God or against Him.

He adds, “Once we have been born, trying to put off deciding what to do about God is like jumping off a diving board and trying to put off actually entering the water.”

So here’s the deal.  If we are going to believe that there is a God who created the universe and everything in it, including us, we must have faith.  We must understand that He is a God who loves us.

But, golly there are enough bad things that happen in a lifetime so there are bound to be a few doubts creep in.  So, how strong is our faith.  When it goes head to head with doubt engendered by adversity who wins?

So which one is a more logical action---doubt or faith?  Doubters say that Believers are just irrational. Our beliefs guide our actions.  So the rationale behind our beliefs is important.
Ortberg pulls out another baseball analogy to make this point.  He asks if you were a Major League manager and your team was one run behind in the ninth inning with one man on base and two outs who would you send up to bat as you looked at the bench and discovered you had two choices?

You are facing one of the best relief pitchers in the game and you must send up one of two .250 hitters.  One of them is thinking that he will probably make an out because his batting average indicates he only gets a hit one out of every four times. So he acknowledges ahead of time the probability of failure.

The other one says, “Send me up I’ll get a hit.”  Who would you choose?

In the 1988 World Series between the Dodgers and A’s this is the situation that faced Los Angeles.  The manager chose the gimpy-kneed, badly injured Kirk Gibson who though he would get a hit.  And he did.  He hit a two run homer to win the game.

Having faith in ability and character won out over calculating the probabilities.
Obviously Gibson appeared to be in no condition to be successful.  There was no evidence that he would succeed in this particular situation because it had not yet occurred.  A decision, based on faith, had to be made.

Skeptics believe that we can’t prove anything.  Ortberg brings up a story of a university class in philosophy.  The students were given a test on skepticism.  They were shown a chair sitting in the middle of the room and told to prove that the chair exists.

One student asked, “What chair?”  He got an “A.”

Yes, skeptics may believe it is impossible to believe that the chair exists, but they still sit in it. 

God honors our doubts, but He just keeps on showing His love for us by creating a brand, new, none-other-exactly-like-it day every 24 hours.  Those who doubt His existence still participate in his new creation every day.

His continued blessings show us that we don’t have to dwell in the “Land of I Don’t Know.”

 Prayer:  Our Father, help us to stay strong in the faith even when doubts assail us because we know you have a wonderful plan for us here and in the hereafter.  Amen!
***author’s note:  Now you that you know you don’t have to live in the Land of I don’t Know.” (
