GOING DEEPER
DISCUSSION GUIDE
July 17, 2016

Discussion Guide
May I ASk A Question?
Connecting:
45 minutes

(The following questions are intended to provide your
group with a way of connecting with one another so that
you might partner in the work God is doing in your lives.)

•
•

In what ways did God move in your life this week? In
what ways did you respond to him?
What was your biggest challenge this week? In what
ways, if any, did you invite God into this challenge?

•

How honest have you been with us? (Graciously thank
group members for their honesty if they state they have
held back.)

Getting Started:

10 minutes
• Is it possible for faith and doubt to coexist? Could
you elaborate?

Diving Into the Text:
60 minutes
(The following questions are intended to provide your group with a
simple road map through the text. Feel free to use these questions in
ways that best fit your group and the dynamics of your own meeting.)

•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•

Using the notes, discuss the definition of doubt. Talk

Doubt is a common experience and it takes many forms. Doubt

about how doubt is the gap between what we expect
and what we experience. Notice areas in which this
gap exists in life and the journey with God.

might be practical such as in the case of a relationship or our
infomercial example, but doubt might also be philosophical
or religious having to do with our understanding of life
itself. In the latter, we might understand doubt to take
two forms: skeptical doubt and provisional doubt. Skeptical
doubt is the attitude that no answer exists with respect to
the conflicting claims; that is the dilemma created by these
competing claims cannot be solved and thus disbelief and
rejection are the only possible responses. Provisional doubt
understands the dilemma created by competing claims but
believes that a solution does exist even if that solution is
not readily available or discoverable. The majority of people
and scientific approaches view doubt to be provisional. With
more information, the dilemma of competing claims can be
solved. Skeptical doubt typically finds its home in a form of
philosophy called Skepticism.
For the believer, doubt is experienced when what one believes
about God (or life) conflicts with what one experiences
in life or with God. This conflict between expectation and
experience creates a question about what is true, one’s belief
or one’s experience. In more recent times, this experience
of doubt has been shunned, with people arguing that the
experience of this conflict is incompatible with the life of faith.
However, such an understanding is based upon a misreading
of a handful of Scriptural texts. Throughout Scripture,
we find numerous examples of people wrestling with doubt.
Abraham’s conversation with God regarding the slowness
of God in fulfilling his promise for an heir is a wonderful
example (Genesis 15.1-3). Abraham found himself caught
between what he believed about God, that God would give
him an heir, and what he was experiencing, he was old and
had no son. Thomas’ reaction to the resurrection is another
wonderful example (John 20.24-29). Thomas found himself
caught between claims of the resurrection and what he had
experienced in life. People do not rise from the dead. In both
instances, God meets these men without reproach and their
faith grows because they acknowledged their doubt. Simply
put, these men wrestled with their doubt and a stronger faith
was the result. We could go on with other examples from the
Psalms or Job, but the pattern remains the same. The presence
of doubt seems to be a reality for people who journey with
God because what they experience in life and what they believe
about God do not always line up. This is the nature of every
relationship as our experiences with people do not always line
up with what we think to be true about people. Rather than
rejecting this experience, we view them as opportunities to
deepen our relationship by discovering or rediscovering deeper
truths about the one with whom we are relating. In the same
way, religious doubt provides an opportunity to discover
deeper truths and realities of God should we be willing to

Read John 20.24-29 aloud. Pause. Read the text
once more seeking to experience it as Thomas.
What gaps (doubt) between expectations and
experience did Thomas experience?
In what ways did Jesus address Thomas’ doubt?
Read Jude 22. In what ways, if any, does Jesus’
approach model this verse? What was the result?
In what ways do people in the Church typically
approach persons who express doubt? Could you
elaborate? What is often the result?
What might it look like to be merciful with those who
doubt? What might it look like to be merciful with
ourselves when we doubt?
Doubt has often been viewed as being opposed to faith,
but this is only true if faith consists of certainty about
a set of facts. If faith is actually about a relationship
and not facts, how might doubt fit with faith?

React to the following statement by Alfred Lord
Tennyson: “You tell me doubt is Devil-born. There
lives more faith in honest doubt, believe me, than
in half the creeds.” Could you elaborate on your
reaction?

Context and Background

Doubt
At its root, doubt is the experience of uncertainty. One
might say that doubt is a questioning attitude with respect
to a specific proposition. For instance, one might “doubt” the
claims made by the host of a late night infomercial. In this
scenario, one questions the claims (propositional truths)
made by the host. While this seems straight forward, doubt
is actually a bit more complex. The presence of doubt comes
not just as a reaction to a single proposition or claim but is
rather a response to competing propositions and claims; that
is, doubt is a mind suspended between two contradictory/
competing propositions, unable to assign a level of surety to
either proposition. In the example of the infomercial host,
one might doubt the claims of the host because he has heard
competing claims from another host. Typically, doubt in this
form arises not from the experience of competing claims but
from the gap that exists between what has been proposed
to be true and what we have experienced to be true. Thus,
we might doubt the host’s claims that his product removes
every stain because we have experienced the frustration of
stubborn stains which cannot be removed.

deal honestly with our doubt. Perhaps this is what Alfred
Lord Tennyson was saying when he wrote, “You tell me
doubt is Devil-born. There lies more faith in honest doubt,
believe me, than in half the creeds.”

The Text

Is doubt forbidden? James 1.2-5
Two texts from the New Testament are used, primarily,
to argue that doubt and faith are incompatible. The first
of these is found in the first chapter of James. After a
brief greeting, James opens his letter by outlining the
three themes he will discuss in the letter: faith, wisdom,
and suffering (James 1.2-18). While these themes are
intertwined in James’ response to this congregation, they do
represent separate themes between which James moves. If we
are to understand James’ intent, we must be clear as to the
theme about which James is writing at any given time because
it will influence our interpretation of the text.
James begins his letter with the themes of faith and
suffering. He encourages his audience to respond with joy at
the experience of suffering brought about through difficult
experiences (trials). This rejoicing is not to be focused
upon the difficulty of the trial but upon the benefit trials
provide the person of faith. The person of faith who walks
through difficult circumstances finds his faith stretched and
in the end this brings about a tenacity to one’s faith. This
tenacious quality, in turn, leads the person of faith along
the path toward greater maturity. Here we find something
of a theme statement which James will later expand upon
in his letter.

James next introduces the theme of wisdom. It is important
to note that for the moment, James has left the topic of
faith. Therefore, what follows is not opposed to faith
but is certainly not focused upon it specifically. James
encourages his readers to ask God for wisdom. Throughout
Scripture, wisdom is the understanding of how to navigate
life successfully. Such wisdom can come from two sources:
God or people. Here James is exhorting his readers to seek
out God for guidance on how to navigate life successfully,
particularly a life of suffering successfully. James notes
that God gives this guidance freely, not holding such wisdom
back from those whose paths have been less than straight!
However, James states that those who ask should believe
and not doubt. Here we find a favorite text, often quoted
as proof that doubt is forbidden and thus incompatible with
faith. However, the context is wisdom not faith. In the
context, belief bears the meaning of acceptance while the
word used for doubt reflects a mind unable to differentiate
between positions. In other words, James is admonishing his
readers to be firmly decided that God’s way is the best way.
However, he is describing a person who is asking God for

guidance but who is not committed to this way; that is, he is
simply seeing which way he likes best, the wisdom of God or
the wisdom of the world. James argues that this person is not
fully with the world or with God but is trying to live in both
camps at the same time which leads to an unstable life.

When

we take these verses in their proper context and
read them with James’ intent, it is easy to see that James is
not forbidding doubt, a questioning attitude. Rather, he is
forbidding the approach to life which seeks to honor the ways
of God and the ways of the world at the same time.

John 20.24-29
The second text used

to argue that faith and doubt are
incompatible is found near the end of John’s Gospel. The text
concerns Thomas’ response to the report of Jesus’ resurrection.
On Sunday, Mary Magdalene had discovered Jesus’ tomb to
be empty but subsequently had a physical encounter with the
risen Jesus which she reported to the disciples (John 20.1118). That evening, Jesus appeared to his
disciples who were hiding behind locked doors demonstrating
the veracity of his resurrection (John 20.19-23). However,
Thomas, for unknown reasons, was not present. When the
other disciples informed Thomas of their encounter with
Jesus, he responded with a measure of skepticism. He could
not accept that Jesus had risen from the dead without
physical proof. Here we find an excellent example of doubt.
Thomas finds himself caught between what he hears to be
true (Jesus is alive) and what he knows to be true (people
do not rise from the dead). His doubt might be labeled as
provisional doubt. Thomas is caught between two propositions
but he acknowledges that more information can resolve the
tension he is experiencing. It is important to pay attention
to the context at this point as it involves a specific issue,
resurrection. Thomas is not claiming to have no faith. He is
claiming he struggles to accept the reality of resurrection. He
doubts/questions this but his response is telling. He is willing
both to admit and to lean into this doubt. He is willing to have
it resolved.

A week later, Jesus appears once more to his disciples who are
still hiding behind locked doors! This time, Jesus approaches
Thomas and offers him the proof he desires to resolve his
doubt, encouraging Thomas to stop doubting and to believe.
Here we find the text to which many gravitate, claiming doubt
and faith are incompatible. However, such an interpretation is
to take the text out of context. Jesus is not juxtaposing faith
and doubt and opposites but is urging Thomas to move from a

questioning stance regarding the resurrection to an accepting
stance. It is also important to note that no words of rebuke
are present from Jesus, nor are there words of repentance
from Thomas. This is simply an experience in which Jesus and
Thomas lean into the experience of doubt and the result is a

deeper proclamation of faith by Thomas. He now sees Jesus as
Lord and God!

Real life with Blake:
What is doubt? Doubt is the gap we experience between what
we expect and what we experience. It is the questions we raise
when life doesn’t go as we think it should. Doubt consists of
our “Whys?” and “How comes?” and “What abouts?” We all
experience doubt. Every day on every level we are confronted
with gaps between what we expect and what we experience and
we accept them until we come to faith. When it comes to faith
suddenly doubt is off limits. Faithful people do not doubt,
at least this is what I was always told. Yet, I doubted. On
a regular basis I encountered gaps between what I believed
about God and expected of him and what I experienced in life
or with him. I believed God answered prayers and yet I didn’t
hear him answer mine. I believed God healed and yet friends I
loved were not healed. I believed God provided my every need
and yet I was a penniless student who had very real unmet
needs. These were just the personal ones. I could go on with
examples like the gaps between what my pastor said about
creation and what my professors said about evolution, or
what I heard about God’s Kingdom coming and what I read in
the papers. The gaps between what I believed and expected and
what I was experiencing multiplied, but this created a dilemma.
You see, I was told I wasn’t allowed to notice the gaps. In
fact, I was to pretend there were no gaps. I was not allowed to
doubt, to ask questions about the gaps. Sounds nice and tidy,
but it forced me into an either-or position. Either I must accept
what I believe about God to be true, something called faith, or
I must reject it. I couldn’t question. I couldn’t doubt. Some of
my friends bailed on the journey of faith. Some of them bailed
on their questions. Both were crushed in the process, one by
denying their deep convictions about God, the other by denying
the reality of life. But there were no other options. . .or were
there? I happened to be one of those people who clung to both
my experience and my faith not knowing what to do with either,
feeling pulled in two very different directions until I realized
that the tension was one of my own making. The tension I was
experiencing was created by my definition of faith. I was taught
that faith consisted of a series of propositions, truths about
God. I could not question these truths because to question
them denied faith.

what if faith was more than propositions? What if
faith wasn’t about propositions at all? What if faith was
about a relationship? If that was true then questions were
natural and allowable. If faith was about a relationship then
my relationship with God was like any other relationship.
There were times when what I expected would not measure
up to what I experienced in the relationship, but these were

opportunities to learn more, to deepen the relationship by
leaning into the questions. More and more I have followed
this approach and what I have discovered is freeing for my
faith. Because faith is a relationship, I can go to God and say,
“Hey, why this?” and “What about that?” Sometimes I get an
answer. Sometimes I don’t, but what I never get is a reproach
or a rebuke. I simply get a Father who welcomes me, thankful
for time to talk with his son.

Real life with you:

What is doubt? Doubt is the gap we experience between what
we expect and what we experience. It consists of the questions
this gap raises in our minds. While doubt is a normal part of
our daily experience, for many of us, it has been taboo for the
journey of faith. However, every one of us experiences these
gaps on the faith journey. We believe something about God
but experience something different. What are we to do? If
doubt is forbidden then we must either embrace our doubt or
our faith. We cannot embrace both. However, this is the case
only because of the way we have defined faith. For many of us,
faith is about certainty. It is about having the answers. It is
about knowing the facts about God. If we question the facts
we are questioning faith. Either they are true or they are not!
But faith is not about facts. Faith is about a relationship with
our Father through Jesus. In every relationship we experience
gaps between what we expect and what we experience. These
are normal and provide us with opportunities to discover
deeper truths about the one with whom we are relating. In
this understanding of faith, doubt is not only allowable but
it is necessary, a wonderful catalyst for plumbing the depths
of God. This week we encourage you to ponder what it might
be to notice the gaps, to allow yourself to ask questions of
God. Consider using a Post-It Note to jot down a question or
multiple notes for multiple questions. You can display these
in a conspicuous place or you can bring them to Union Center
to display with those written by others. As you view them,
consider viewing them as invitations to get to know God more
intimately, to discover who he is. What might this look like?
How might you pursue this in community? How might this
deepen your faith?

But
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