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GOD TALKS - The Father's Doubt.  A Story Sermon written and told by Rev. Steven Schafer at Mt. Hope on August 24, 

2014. Text: John 20: 24-31.  

 Football rivalry is not limited to the Big Ten. Nearly every state has a favorite school that has a rival college 

somewhere else in the nation such that, on the day of the big game, fans flock from everywhere to attend. Alumni have 

season tickets, students pack the stadiums of the host team, bumper stickers are on loyal fan's cars, and team flags fly 

from car windows. Football fever infects nearly everyone.  

 North Dakota is no different. The big rivalry there is between the University of North Dakota in Grand Forks and 

North Dakota State in Fargo. Both are great schools, both about the same size, both sit in the Red River Valley, both 

filled with students hoping to graduate and find jobs somewhere other than in North Dakota. 

 Gideon has a strong connection to both schools. He grew up in Grand Forks. His parents both went to school at 

UND. He, himself, headed for Fargo. He wanted a little more of a metropolitan location - a school that, he felt, was a bit 

more sophisticated. Whether it is or not is nothing more than a matter of perspective. He probably just wanted to "go 

away" to school. Fargo was a couple of hours down the road, but far enough. 

 Gideon graduated a few years ago but still found himself at the newspaper office in Grand Forks. He would 

eventually be promoted and promoted again and again and would, in time, become the editor, although he didn't know 

that at this point in his life. Right now he was just a grunt in the editing office, doing fact checking and reading other 

people's articles for grammatical and spelling errors. It wasn't his dream job, but he wasn't sure, just yet, what his dream 

job was. In a few years he would discover that editing a newspaper is his dream job and he would love it for the rest of 

his life. He would even one day write a book titled, "God Talks" that would earn him a Pulitzer Prize. It would be a book 

about the various revelations of God to people throughout the centuries and delve into some of the issues those people 

have tackled that have impacted their culture. 

 But that was still years and years from now. Right now Gideon is basking in the victory of the year. NDSU had 

just soundly trounced UND for the third year in a row. It was a home game so the victory was even sweeter. Go Bisons! 

 It began to rain as he was walking back to his car. He had parked several blocks away from campus to avoid the 

parking lot crush as people tried to head for home. More than several block, actually. He had arrived in Fargo much later 

than he had wanted and ended up parking nearly a mile from the stadium. As he walked along, knowing he would be 

good and soaked by the time he got to his car, an elderly woman pulled to the curb and rolled down the passenger side 

window. "Young man, can you direct me to Willow Street, please." 

 Gideon bent down to talk to her through the window. "Sure. Just take this road down three blocks, turn left. It 

will be the third or fourth street you cross." 

 "Would you like a ride to your car? It's beginning to rain?" 

 "No, thanks. It would be out of your way." 

 "Nonsense" said the little old woman. "It's the least I can do. Hop in, Mr. Gideon." 

 Gideon shook his head and climbed into the big Buick. "I'm always surprised at the form you pop up in." 

 "Yes. That's part of who I am. I am always the same yet ever changing. Living in all people, visible in some." 
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 "Pretty profound. You're quite the philosopher today. So, what do you want?" 

 "What makes you think I want anything? Maybe I just came to give you a lift to your car so you don't catch your 

death of cold." 

 "Right. I think you're probably too busy to just pop in to give people rides. 

 "That's true. If I wanted you to have a ride I'd send some little old lady asking direction or something. I've got 

something I need you to do. I need you to go see a man and talk to him about faith. He's having a faith crisis right now. 

He is experiencing some overwhelming doubt." 

 "That's not really my field of expertise. What do I know about faith and doubt?" 

 "Well, you don't know much about doubt, I'll admit that. It's pretty hard to doubt that I AM when you and I chat 

like this from time to time. But you do know something about faith.  You have what the Bible writers called the 'gift of 

faith' - it's one of the spiritual gifts that almost no one ever thinks about." 

 "I have the gift of faith? I don't even know what that means," said Gideon. 

 "It means that you believe deeper and more positively  and more powerfully than most people. Your gift of faith 

is why you and I chat. From your earliest years you believed. You knew I am. You never doubted it for a minute. Your 

kind of faith is the kind someone once said could move mountains. Literally? Who knows. So far as I've seen, I'm the only 

one who can move mountains by just desiring to." 

 "Right. So what does that have to do with me?" said Gideon. 

 "Here we are. Your stop. Good luck, Gideon." 

 Gideon looked out his window and was rather taken aback. They were sitting at the curb in front of his father's 

church - in Grand Forks. That's a two hour drive from Fargo. That's impossible, he thought. Then he thought of that old 

saying, "With God, nothing is impossible." Apparently that's true. 

 "So who am I talking to?" asked Gideon. 

 "You'll see when you get inside." said God. 

 Gideon assumed that maybe he'd be talking to the custodian or the organist who rehearses on Saturday 

afternoons. Maybe the choir director or one of the teachers needed encouragement. But when he opened the front 

door, the building was ghostly quiet. The organist wasn't piping. The choir director wasn't rustling music, the custodian's 

vacuum was nowhere in sight or sound. There was a light coming from his father's study door. Maybe someone was 

there with him.  

 "Hi, dad. You all alone?" 

 "Oh, Gideon! Hi, son. So glad to see you. You're back from the football game a lot earlier than I expected. What's 

up?" 

 "I don't know, dad. Anyone else here today?" He could see there wasn't. Was he to talk to his father, the 

minister, about faith and doubt. That seemed rather unlikely. 
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 "Naw. Saturdays are pretty quiet. I've just been putting the finishing touches on my sermon." 

 "How do you write one of those every week?" asked Gideon. "It must be hard to come up with new ideas and 

approaches to familiar passages that re-inspire people. You've been at it so long that you've probably covered just about 

every conceivable topic." 

 "Yeah. Pretty much. You get into the groove. You read a lot. The internet is great for ideas. Hey, I'm preaching 

from a thousand page textbook. It would take a lot longer than I've got to cover everything in there." 

 "Do you ever get tired of it all? Do you ever need to be inspired yourself instead of trying to inspire others all the 

time?" 

 "Yeah. As a matter of fact, I do. I know what's true. I know what the Bible teaches. I know all the lessons. I know 

how to teach them. I know how to present things in an interesting and, hopefully, inspiring way, but sometimes I feel as 

dry and spiritually alone as anyone else. Sometimes, when I pray, I feel like I'm talking to myself." 

 Gideon didn't know what to say. This was his father. This was the most spiritual man he knew. This was the  man 

who had served God for decades, who everyone depended on to be spiritually vibrant and alive. What was he saying? 

Was he suggesting that his feet were as clay made as the rest of us? Then he heard himself say something that he didn't 

expect to say. He said, "Hey, Dad, you're only human. We all have dry periods in our lives." He had never really thought 

of his dad as being human. He knew he was human, of course, but somehow he had always thought of him as of a 

different breed than others. He was a pastor. He was a leader. He was a man of God. 

 The, for some unknown reason, Gideon's father began to pour out his heart unlike he had ever done with 

Gideon before. "I've had doubts, Gideon. I've been telling people that God exists and loves us and wants our worship for 

years, but sometimes I'm not really sure it's not all just pie in the sky wishful thinking. That bothers me a great deal. I like 

to think of myself as an honest man, but I sometimes wonder if I've been deceiving all my people all these years. What if 

I'm wrong? What if God doesn't even exist? Here's the thing. I know for a fact that everything I  believe and teach isn't 

true.  It can't be simply from the volume of my words and my limited intelligence and understanding of God. All I say is 

true to the best of my knowledge, but I'm not infallible so some of what I've been saying is, just logically, wrong. And I 

don't know which parts are right and which error. That scares me more than I can express. Even the Bible teaches that 

those who teach others are held to a higher standard and wrong teaching will be judged harshly." 

 Gideon said, " I've never heard you say that kind of thing before, dad. But aren't we all to be people of 

discernment? None of us should be depending on you or any other preacher to give us truth without our own thinking 

about it. My minister down in Fargo - you know the Congregational guy - says that God's truth is dynamic and alive and 

adjusts automatically to the person and the situation in which he or she finds themselves. That's why thinking about our 

faith is so essential." 

 "He's probably right. Those Congregationalists don't have a creed so they have to insist that their people think 

for themselves and pray to God that they understand scripture in the way God intends it for themselves . Most of us like 

doctrinal statements. We like people smarter and more spiritually attuned than we are to tell us what's true and what's 

not.  People don't want to wrestle with faith issues. They want me to and then feed it to them - all in the confines of 

Lutheran orthodoxy, of course.  
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 "See this book, Gideon," says Gideon's father as he picks up a Bible. "People say this book has all the answers. 

But it doesn't. This is a book of questions. Every story, every event that happens, every time someone hears the voice of 

God in it, another question arises. Who is God? What is God like? What does God want from us? What is right? What is 

wrong? Why is something right or wrong or good or bad? Who is our neighbor? How should we relate to our neighbor or 

to the stranger we meet on the street; to the person who hates us? So many questions. So many stories of people 

searching for answers. There are answers, but none that don't create even more questions. 'Love  your enemies?'  How 

does one do that? Is love something you will to happen? Can we create emotion? Can we decide to love? 

 "I go in huge cycles. Sometimes God is so near to me that I can practically hear His voice. Other times I doubt 

that He even exists. I'm there right now. How does anyone actually know? Our minds are so finite and any God who 

exists is so infinite that our minds are simply incapable of grasping it." 

 Gideon didn't have any answers. He didn't know what to say. He couldn't believe that this man, whom he had 

always seen being so close to God wasn't even sure God existed. So he said nothing. The conversation lapsed into small 

talk about his job, the girl he was dating, his apartment...  Just as they were beginning to talk about the possibility of 

Gideon buying a condominium and getting a roommate, a car horn began to blaring outside, long, honks that were 

obviously intended to get someone's attention. 

 "That's my ride, I'm pretty sure," said Gideon, and he got up to go. His father apologized for dumping on him (he 

said he didn't know why he did, it just started coming out) and thanked him for listening. He hugged his son and told him 

he had better get going before his ride irritates the entire neighborhood with all the racket.  

 After Gideon left his office, Hal looked through the blinds to see Gideon getting into a big Buick. He wasn't 

certain, but it sure looked like a silver haired woman in the driver's seat. Very strange, he thought.  

 Hal wasn't sure what had gotten into him today. He had never expressed those kinds of doubts, even to Mary. 

But he knew he had been honest. He wondered if other clergy experienced the same doubts about their ministries, 

about theology and even about the existence of God. He assumed they did, but he had never heard any of his colleagues 

talk about it. Probably one of those taboo subjects that all professions have. What would we do if we started saying we 

may not believe everything we know to be true? 

 "What's with the horn blowing?" asked Gideon. "Seems a bit rude. You could have come into the church and 

introduced yourself to my dad. He would have been blown away if you had said you were God." 

 "He probably would have. I've talked with him often enough that he may have recognized my voice." 

 "You talk to him like you talk to me?" 

 "No. But I've talked with his heart and with his head and with his emotions and with his spirit. We've been 

friends for a long time. In fact, just as you were getting into the car I heard him say to himself that he knows the truth 

even though he doesn't always believe it. You see, you are each made up of several distinct 'persons' somewhat like I 

and the Spirit and the Son are. It's possible to believe with the head but not the heart or the heart without the spirit or 

the spirit without the emotions. In fact, disbelief in at least one of those aspects of your beings at any one time is quite 

common. The miracle called faith is when they all come together and you know with your mind that I AM and with your 

heart that I AM and with your emotions that I AM and with your very spirit that I AM. That's when mountains can be 

moved, when life is at its best, and when all is well with the world." 
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 "So, dad's off balance a bit, spiritually? 

 "I suppose you could say that, although saying it that way seems a bit more severe than it really is." 

 "Will he be OK. 

 "Oh, sure. He just needed someone to say it to. He's been concerned about what he called his 'cycles' for years. 

Now that he's admitted to it all out loud, he'll be fine. Sometimes it just takes talking about spiritual things outside the 

professional mode to turn it all around. By Sunday he'll be the man you know and love. He'll preach the Word and 

people will be drawn closer to Jesus - they'll reflect what they see in him." 

 "Are you going to tell me what kind of lesson I was supposed to get from this?" 

 "No. I don't suppose you'd understand.  But try this: When you doubt, as one day you will - emotionally or 

mentally or spiritually - get alone and say the name of my son out loud in a prayerful way. It's called 'calling on the name 

of the Lord.' You don't have to say or do anything else. Just say the name repeatedly, almost as a prayer. That name will 

begin to bring your several 'persons' back into alignment and your doubts will fade and your belief will become strong." 

 "I thought you said I have the gift of faith and, because we chat, I would never doubt." 

 "That's not what I said. I said you, at present, because we chat, don't doubt. I won't be chatting with you much 

longer. You've run the race. Doubts will come, just like they come to others. If you are able to remember our times 

together, faith will overcome doubt. If you can just remember." 

 They pulled up to Gideon's car. Once again, the two hour journey took, it seemed, only a few minutes. He got 

out. It was still raining. People were still streaming to their cars after the game.  The old woman waved and drove off. 

And Gideon wondered how anyone could possibly forget the times they had spent with God. He wondered how anyone 

who had ever heard God's voice or seen God's acts could ever doubt. He started his engine and headed back to Grand 

Forks. This time it would, actually, take the full two hours. 

  

  

  

 

 

 


