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Several years ago, I had the privilege of working as a student chaplain at a hospital in the Boston area. I spent most of my time just listening – listening as patients told their stories, shared their fears, and spoke about their faith.


One of my most memorable patients was a woman I’m going to call Barbara. Barbara was facing a very serious illness, an illness that, I’m sad to say, eventually took her life.  


Like many people in her situation, Barbara was thinking a great deal about her faith.  She had grown up in the Jewish tradition but had drifted away from Judaism after marrying a Christian. 


Barbara felt a deep and abiding love for Judaism, and still thought of herself as a Jew. But she also had a number of doubts and questions about both Judaism and Christianity. She wondered about the portrayal of God in the Hebrew Bible, or what we often call the Old Testament. She felt uncertain about a God who in one moment overflows with love and compassion, but at other times seems angry and even vindictive.  Barbara also had many questions about Christianity, and especially about Jesus. She wondered who he really was and if he might actually be the Son of God.

   
As Barbara spoke of her doubts and her questions, she began to cry. Her tears were tears of profound sadness and of great fear - fear not just about her illness but also about all those questions.  You see, Barbara saw her doubts and questions as a sign that she had failed – failed as a Jew and failed as a human being. Barbara also worried that her uncertainty had angered God and that her illness might very well be punishment for asking all those questions.


As I listened to Barbara share her fears about being punished - punished for feeling uncertain and for asking questions, I couldn’t help but feel angry.  I was angry that religion so often makes people afraid rather than offering them comfort, and angry that simply asking a question could lead someone to feel like a spiritual failure.


What is it about having doubt or asking a question that leads people like Barbara to be so afraid?  Why is simply asking a question or having doubt a sign that one lacks faith or that one is moving away from God or the sacred?


In thinking about these questions, let’s begin with a definition.  The dictionary defines doubt as “a lack of certainty or conviction.”  Now I don’t usually make a habit of challenging the dictionary, but in this case I wonder if Webster has gotten it wrong.  It seems to me that one can have convictions, that one can live a life guided by deep-seated principles and beliefs while remaining, at some level, uncertain, curious, and open to finding new pieces to the puzzle of existence.


 Sometimes the supposed conflict between doubt and faith even makes front page headlines in the newspaper. I’m sure many of you recall the controversy surrounding the publication of some private letters written by Mother Theresa - letters which revealed her decades-long struggle with doubt and uncertainty.  Words and phrases like spiritual dryness, darkness, and loneliness fill these letters. Her doubt even led Mother Teresa to question the existence of God.


While Mother Teresa’s struggle with doubt made for a fascinating news story, I was even more intrigued and disturbed by the harsh reaction it generated. Some critics called Mother Theresa a hypocrite for professing beliefs about which she was ultimately uncertain. Others called for her name to be withdrawn from consideration for sainthood since, according to these critics, having any doubt, any doubt at all, is inconsistent with being a person of faith. 


I wonder if Mother Teresa’s critics ever truly read these letters because imbedded within them is the story of a spiritual journey that was not ended or even sidetracked by doubt, but which was instead transformed and deepened by it.  You see, although it often led to what she called spiritual dryness, Mother Teresa came to see her doubt as deeply spiritual and as a gift from God.  She believed that her uncertainty and emptiness enabled her to empathize with the human suffering she sought to alleviate.  Doubt led Mother Teresa to see faith as a call to walk with those who are suffering, to empathize with their pain, and to do all that one can to end it. I ask you - How much better and compassionate would our world be if more people held this understanding of faith?


Mother Teresa’s struggle with doubt was painful.  She felt ashamed of her uncertainty and kept the true nature of her spiritual life a secret.  How unfortunate it is that she couldn’t speak openly about her struggle.  How many sad and fearful people, people like Barbara, would have been comforted by knowing that even Mother Teresa asked questions, felt uncertain, and experienced doubt?  


But in spite of the pain and the fear, Mother Teresa’s doubts and questions were not the end of her faith; they were a new beginning for it.  Although doubt caused her pain and embarrassment, it also prompted her to search, to ask more questions, to go deeper spiritually.  Mother Teresa never allowed her doubts to be the end of her search or to make her spiritually complacent. Instead, she continued to seek, continued to pray, continued to search for what Elizabeth Tarbox calls “that single beam of light” - a beam of light that shines in the midst of the mystery and the grayness of life.


And that’s what is so extraordinary about having doubt and asking questions. Rather than being the enemy of faith or being a sign of spiritual failure, our doubts and our questions can serve as a beacon - a beacon that inspires and calls us to seek, to explore, to open our hearts and minds to the beauty and the mystery of creation.


But sadly, many of us are taught to think very differently about our doubts and about our questions. Too often, they are seen not as an invitation to seek truth, but rather as an indication that one is lost, that one has failed, that one has rejected, and perhaps been rejected by, God.


And what are the consequences of seeing the questioning heart and mind in such negative terms?  It leads people like Barbara and Mother Teresa to be afraid – afraid of asking questions, afraid of being rejected by their faith traditions, and afraid of being judged and condemned by God.    
     



I must say that those same fears have played an important role in my spiritual life. I have many of those same doubts and questions as Barbara and Mother Theresa, questions like - Is there a God? How can there be a God if there is so much suffering in the world? And does life have some hidden, deeper meaning that I can’t quite understand or that I haven’t yet figured out?     


For years I assumed that being uncertain and asking all those questions meant that religion was not for me and that I would never be welcomed in a church.  I was afraid to walk through doors like those even though I hungered for community and connection. So I stayed away from anything resembling organized religion, choosing instead to journey alone and afraid.    


But about a dozen years ago, my wife and I decided to give Unitarian Universalism a try.  I remember feeling so nervous the first time I walked into that church. I was sure that someone was going to come up to me and figure out that I didn’t know what I believed and that I had more questions than answers.  And once they figured that out, I was sure they would inform me that doubts and questions were unacceptable, and warn me that if I wanted to attend this church and be part of this religion, I had to believe certain answers rather than asking all those questions.   


But then, on one of our first Sunday mornings at the church, something extraordinary and unexpected happened.  The service that day was an introduction to Unitarian Universalism, a kind of UU 101.  About midway through the sermon, the minister said something that shocked me and literally changed my life. In Unitarian Universalism, he said, the words I don’t know are deeply, deeply spiritual.  Let me say that again.  In UU, The words I don’t know are deeply, deeply spiritual.”


I can’t begin to describe the impact those words had on me.  Here was a minister, a religious leader, proclaiming from the pulpit that being uncertain and asking questions made one a spiritual seeker, not a spiritual failure. Later in the same sermon, the minister explained that Unitarian Universalism sees faith not in terms of single doctrine or as about arriving at a final destination, but rather sees faith as a journey – a journey that can lead in infinite and wondrous directions. 


That day, as I listened to a minister affirm and celebrate my uncertainty and my questions, I could feel years of fear and anxiety melting away. I knew in my heart that I no longer had to journey alone and afraid.  I had found, at long last, my spiritual home.   


As I learned on that amazing Sunday morning, asking questions and having doubt is not a curse or a sign that one has failed spiritually.  No, those questions are a blessing – a blessing that invites and inspires us to explore, to seek, to find truth and meaning.  


Now I do have to offer one cautionary note about the spirituality of doubt and uncertainty.  There are times when doubt and uncertainty can become a roadblock rather than a beacon. As I have witnessed on occasion, including in our own Unitarian Universalist tradition, having doubt can lead to a kind of complacent and hardened skepticism in which the search for something deeper stops or never even begins.  What a shame it is to have the courage and the wisdom to ask questions without ever embarking on the journey to seek answers. 


Having the courage to ask questions and to go deeper certainly describes Barbara’s remarkable journey.  You see, in the midst of her tears and her fears, Barbara gradually came to accept and even celebrate her doubts, her uncertainty, and her many, many questions.  She began to consider the possibility that those questions were not a curse or a punishment, but rather a gift and a blessing from God. Barbara even came to the conclusion that perhaps God wants us to ask questions, wanted us to be curious, and wants us always to keep searching for truth so that we can grow closer, closer to the divine. 


I must say that Barbara’s journey from fearing her doubts to celebrating them was amazing.  I feel so privileged to have witnessed it.  I also believe that a small part of Barbara’s new peace of mind came from hearing the story I shared with you earlier about my journey to Unitarian Universalism.  She was astonished to learn that a religion not only allows people to doubt and to ask questions, but actually celebrates and encourages it.  She couldn’t believe that it was permissible to ask tough questions about God or to suggest that in some cases, the Bible might be wrong. I believe that learning about our faith helped Barbara find peace and helped her to feel loved once again by God.


Friends, your journeys of the spirit will undoubtedly take you in many, many directions. They may lead you to an answer. They may lead you to more questions. Whatever direction your journeys ultimately take, hold on to those doubts and to those questions. They are truly the beginning of a marvelous spiritual adventure, an adventure filled with curiosity, filled with wonder, and filled with the joy that comes from seeking meaning and hope in the beauty and the majesty of creation.
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