
Advent 1 - What I believe 

‘If you haven’t been persecuted for Jesus yet, 

maybe it’s because no-one knows you have any 

faith’. 

I didn’t write that, but I was significantly 

challenged by it when I read it.  In fact, I 

would say that I have - in a minor way 

compared with some - been persecuted for 

Jesus.  When I made my real commitment at 

university, I took every opportunity to speak 

about it, and consequently lost a lot of friends 

who thought, quite rightly, that I had become 

‘one of those born again bores’. 

But we mature - thankfully - and I realize how 

off-putting that sort of approach is, and how 

decidedly unattractive it is, and so almost 

certainly doing Jesus a disservice, as far as 

gaining followers goes. 

However, it made me aware of how fiercely 

those who hang on to their disbelief will argue 

their case, and how woefully unprepared I was 

to answer some of their criticisms and 

ripostes. 

1 Peter 3:15 tells us that we must always be 

ready to give an answer to anyone who asks, a 

reason for the hope that is in us. 

I wonder if we are ready to face that 

challenge?  Often I think that any answer I 

give would not stand up to the invective of a 

Stephen Fry, or the sneering arrogance of a 

Richard  Dawkins, both of whom are utterly 
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convinced of their own intellectual higher 

ground. 

For this reason, I have chosen this Advent to 

offer you a series of sermons to hopefully 

equip you to take on the criticisms of others 

who would shake or destroy your faith, or at 

least instruct you where to find the weapons 

with which to defend yourselves. 

Why Advent?  Because Advent - from the 

Latin ‘advenio’ - to come towards - is not about 

the coming of the Christ-child, but of the 

second coming of Christ - the Parousia, the 

end-times when we will not wish to be found 

wanting or infirm in our faith and trust in 

Jesus.  Some members of this congregation 

have expressed their concern that the way 

they read world events currently suggests to 

them that we are indeed approaching ‘end-

times’. 

However, our gospel tells us that no-one knows 

when the time will come - but our Advent is 

the time to be awake and prepare. 

So - let us start by knowing our enemy.  Sheila 

will forgive me if I tell you that she does not 

like to read books about horrors like 

Auschwitz, or of demon possession - nor will 

she watch movies that touch on such topics.  I 

quite understand that they are both horrifying 
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and frightening, so why would you?  My reason 

is simple - I want to know what I’m up against. 

When I was training as a surgeon I wanted to 

be exposed to the worst that could possibly 

come through the doors of the ER, so that I 

could be ready to take it on.  If I had only 

trained to deal with splinters and ingrown 

toenails, I would have been little use when 

faced with people who had been attacked with 

a machete or blown up by mortar bombs and 

IEDs. 

I realize that trauma surgery is not for 

everyone, but you have to realize that 

professing a faith in Jesus Christ is like 

painting a target on your back for all to aim at.  

But most of us put a jacket on over that 

painted target because we don’t really want to 

be attacked as we are ill-equipped to face our 

foes, and often lack the courage to do so. 

That’s why Advent - and that’s why I’m 

throwing down the gauntlet to all of you. 

Perhaps I should take a leaf out of some 

preachers’ books and wander among you and 

pick on people and ask them searching 

questions; but then I’m almost certain to have 

an empty church next week to preach to - so 

you’ll be relieved to know that I won’t do that…

yet.  Carl Jung said that ‘you have to go 
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through hell to get to good’ - so we have an 

assault course ahead of us. 

I think it would be reasonable to suggest that 

all of you sitting here would say that you 

believe in God - anyone not sure?  It’s OK, you 

won’t be shot if you’re not sure. 

The next question I put in my Meanderings for 

this week was whether you think you would be 

able to write down ‘Why?’ 

I watched an interview on a You Tube clip of 

Stephen Fry being asked if he thought God 

existed; he said ‘No’.  He was then asked what 

if, when he died, he found out he was wrong, 

and then there he is at the Pearly Gates being 

faced by God; what would he say? 

‘Bone cancer in children? What’s that all 

about?  Insects that burrow into the eyes of 

children and make them blind?  Why so much 

misery and evil in the world?’ he said. 

He went on to say that if God existed he must 

be ‘the most capricious, mean-minded, stupid 

individual to have created a world so full of 

injustice and pain - a sadist who is monstrous 

and deserves no respect.’ 

It was quite a mouthful, and took the 

interviewer a moment to gather himself to 

come back; he eventually said, ‘And do you 

think you’ll get into heaven after that?’ 
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‘Oh no,’ said Fry, ‘but then I wouldn’t want to’. 

Fry, we must remember, is an actor, so is 

happy to exaggerate to make his point.  

Nevertheless, it poses a problem for those of 

us who might be faced with others who take up 

his case. 

Professor Jordan Peterson (Emeritus at 

Toronto University) an intellectual and clinical 

psychologist, tells us to ‘stumble towards an 

expression of yourself and listen to the other 

person, and hope that they tell you something 

that’s useful so that you can be a little less 

stupid in the future.  Go after the unknown - 

don’t protect what you know - you already 

know what you know.  So go after what you 

don’t know, that’s why you have to talk to 

people you don’t agree with, talk to your 

enemies - it’s possible they know a thing or two 

you don’t know - you could even learn from 

them.  But people don’t like that; they just talk 

to people who think the same way and so they 

just stay stupid.  If you’re not wise, the world 

will wallop you, it will flatten you - and then 

you will be resentful.’ 

We are likely to face two main opponents when 

it comes to our stated belief in God - whatever 

you conceive him, her, or it to be - let us just 

say, ‘the God of your understanding’.  The first 

will be like Ivan in Dostoyevsky’s book, ‘The 

Brothers Karamazov’, who wants to return his 

ticket to heaven and break up with God - to 
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unfriend him, in media-speak.  Why?  Because 

he cannot see any way in which he can square a 

loving God with childhood cancer - in other 

words, just like Stephen Fry. 

The other opponent will be the Richard 

Dawkins and Christopher Hitchens of the 

world who want to tell us that scientific 

discoveries have led us to a place where we do 

not need to invoke a God in order to explain 

our existence; it is clearly a result of random 

gene selection followed by Darwinian survival 

theory. 

Unfortunately for both the Frys, Dawkins, and 

Hitchens of the world, neither argument holds 

much - if any - water.  Even Darwin had his 

doubts. 

Let’s address Stephen Fry and Ivan from 

Dostoyevsky, who cannot square the evil in the 

world with the notion of an all knowing, all 

powerful, and all loving God. 

We must admit from the start that we are 

faced with both moral evil and natural evil.  

Moral evil being what we see in the 

dictatorships around the world, and the 

unprovoked invasion of independent countries.  

I don’t need to spell them out to you. 

Natural evil is the hurricane that lays waste 

whole cities and islands, and cancer that 

attacks and kills children who haven’t even had 

a chance to live. 
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The latter one - natural evil - is the more 

difficult to understand, but I have heard it 

argued this way. 

A man had a horse that ran away; his 

neighbour came over and commiserated with 

him, saying what bad luck he had.  The man 

who’s horse had bolted said, ‘What do I know 

about these things?’  Some days later his 

horse reappeared along with 20 other 

beautiful wild horses.  His neighbour came 

over again and said, ‘What good luck - you now 

have lots of horses!’  The man said, ‘What do I 

know about these things?’  The man’s son 

wanted to learn to ride, so his father told him 

to go and fetch one of the horses.  He did so, 

but the horse kicked him and broke his leg.  

The neighbour came over and said, ‘What bad 

luck, your son’s leg is broken.’  The man said, 

‘What do I know about these things?’  A few 

days later a drug gang came along forcing 

young men into their gang to act as pushers - 

but they took a look a the man’s son, and said, 

‘We can’t use him - his leg is broken.’  The 

neighbour came over and said, ‘What good luck 

- he escaped being caught by the gang!’  The 

man said, ‘What do I know about these things?’ 

The point is that we don’t know what God’s 

plans are, and although some ghastly things 

happen to good people for inexplicable reasons, 

we only have to read how long it has been going 

on for by reading the book of Job.  This is 

 of 7 10



where we need to trust in God’s plans for us - 

which Jeremiah tells us are ‘for good and not 

for evil’ - to put things in perspective. 

Yes, it hellish when tragedy occurs - like when 

our son-in-law Grant was nearly killed - but we 

have to trust that something good will come of 

it.  In a way, it already has because he was 

going to go with Ruth to New Zealand, and now 

we have all the family not only on the same 

continent, but also in the same province. 

Moral evil is a result of not being puppets and 

machines.  Of what value would that be to God 

who, if we understand anything about Him, has 

given us free will and wants us to love Him 

willingly, and not coercively?  How could that 

happen if we had no choices?  If God stayed 

the hand on the trigger of the mass murderer 

or the knife of a mugger, then there would be 

no choices and existence would truly be 

meaningless. 

Stephen Fry’s argument proves one thing from 

the outset - his moral outrage shows his own 

innate objective morality.  Where did that 

come from?  To know good from evil 

presupposes a source of good for comparison. 

In order to know something is wrong, you have 

to have an idea of what is right.  This is not a 

new argument, but one which is often 

dismissed by the opposition because it is 

difficult to counter. 
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There can be no shadows without sunshine; 

how do you know that a line is crooked if you 

have no idea what a straight line looks like? 

Arguments over theodicy - the vindication of 

divine goodness and providence in view of the 

existence of evil - are as old as time, and many 

much greater brains than mine have had to do 

battle with the stubborn, intransigent, and 

downright hostile.  We have to accept that evil 

is here and here to stay, so perhaps John 

Hick, an English religious philosopher and 

theologian who died in 2012 has a word to say 

on the subject.  He says, ‘Suffering enables 

our development as spiritually and morally 

mature persons. Without suffering we could 

not cultivate virtue and character.’ 

Whilst it is plain to everyone that evil exists, 

we have to accept that to know it is evil 

presupposes we know what is good.  Those who 

recognize evil as a force (which is not hard), 

must therefore, willingly or unwillingly, 

acknowledge that there must be a force for 

good.  Knowing that begs the question, ‘Where 

did it come from?’ 

But quite apart from innate morality, which I 

have touched on many times before in my 

sermons, there are many more pieces of 

circumstantial evidence that I will put before 
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you to support the case for the existence of 

not only a God - but a good God. 

But here and now I think both you and I have 

had enough.  So I want to leave you with the 

theme of the first Advent candle, which is 

Hope; and it is hope because it is also the 

candle that represents Isaiah and the Old 

Testament prophets who delivered that hope 

to the children of Israel of a coming saviour. 

If you stay the course on the defence of what 

you think you believe - you will begin to realize 

that hope in all of your being. 
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