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Why does God allow suffering in the world? How could a loving God send people to Hell? Why isn’t Christianity more inclusive? How can one religion be “right” and the others “wrong”? Why have so many wars been fought in the name of God?
These are just a few of the questions and doubts even ardent believers wrestle with today. As the founding pastor of Redeemer Presbyterian Church in New York City, Timothy Keller has compiled a list of the most frequently voiced “doubts” skeptics bring to his church as well as the most important reasons for faith. And in the New York Times bestselling The Reason for God, he addresses each doubt and explains each reason.
Keller uses literature, philosophy, real-life conversations, and reasoning to explain how faith in a Christian God is a soundly rational belief, held by thoughtful people of intellectual integrity with a deep compassion for those who truly want to know the truth.
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Chapter 2
1.  How do you think and feel about the problem of evil and suffering?
Can you trust that God has good reasons for all the tragedy and pain that occur in life?
2.  Who do you think has the greater problem of making sense of evil and suffering, the believer or the atheist?
3.  Keller suggests that God is great and transcendent enough to have good reasons for allowing evil and suffering to continue that we cannot know (p. 25).  Is this an intellectually satisfying answer?  Is this an emotionally satisfying answer?  That is, in times of extreme suffering, is there comfort in being told that the suffering serves a greater, albeit unknowable, good?
4.  Keller asks:  “Why was Jesus so much more overwhelmed by his own death than others have been?” (p. 28).  How do you react to this question?  Does knowing that Jesus was overwhelmed by his death make a difference to you?
Does the cross of Christ bring profound consolation to you in the face of suffering?
5.  What consolations or assurances have you heard from non-believers?
How is this comforting to them?  Do you find them sufficient?  Why or why not?
6.  Keller writes: “The Biblical view of things is resurrection – not a future that is just a consolation for the life we never had but a restoration of the life you always wanted.  This means that every horrible thing that ever happened will not only be undone and repaired but will in some way make the central glory and joy even greater” (p. 32).  Explain the difference between a consolation for the life we never had and a restoration of the life you always wanted.


Chapter 3
1. When have you felt the most free, unrestricted? Describe your thoughts, emotions, and actions at that time.
2. Foucault said, “Truth is a thing of this world. It is produced only by multiple forms of constraint and that includes the regular effects of power” (p. 37). Keller notes that many have concluded from this that all truth-telling claims are power plays. Have you ever experienced a person’s truth claim as a power play? Have you had a positive experience with a truth claim?
3. Keller writes, “The idea of a totally inclusive community is… an illusion” (p. 39). Do you agree or disagree? Think of the most inclusive community that you have been involved in. What are the marks of such a community? Was it “totally inclusive”?
4. Keller writes, “In many areas of life, freedom is not so much the absence of restrictions as finding the right ones, the liberating restrictions” (p.46). What are examples of “liberating restrictions” that you can point to in your own life?
5. Did you find Keller’s argument on p. 47 (that there are definite and broadly held rules of moral conduct) convincing? That is, do you feel it adequately addresses the argument that there are no moral absolutes in modern life?
6. “Freedom is not the absence of limitations and constraints… but it is finding the right ones, those that fit our nature and liberate us” (p. 49). Do you agree? If so, should the church be in the business of helping others find such “right” constraints? How might the practice of “church discipline” help or hinder an individual’s search for the “right” constraints?


Chapter 4
1.    When someone mentions “fanatics” what groups come to your mind? What characteristics do they have in common? What is admirable (if anything) about fanaticism and what is troubling (if anything)?
2.    Keller writes:  “So we should expect that many Christians’ lives would not compare well to those of the nonreligious (just as the health of people in the hospital is comparatively worse than people visiting museums)” (p. 54).  Do you find that argument helpful or is Keller saying, in effect, “Christians have a larger proportion of broken people, so don’t expect too much from us?”
3.    Keller agrees that religion tends to “transcendentalize” cultural differences to “a cosmic battle between good and evil” (p. 55). He also asserts that if religion didn’t do this, something else (race, patriotism, etc.) would fill the breach. Do you agree? Do you believe that this kind of argument lets Christianity “off the hook,” so to speak for its part in transcentalizing differences?
4.    Keller asserts that “the typical criticisms by secular people about the oppressiveness and injustices of the Christian church actually come from Christianity’s own resources for critique of itself” (p. 61).  Is this feature unique to the church or can you think of other secular examples? Do you find this observation helpful in defending the faith?
5.    Keller introduces Sommerville’s experiment (pp. 60-61) as a way of contrasting moral action based on self interest vs. ‘other’ interest. Do those contrasting moral principles also apply to the abolition movement and/or the Civil Rights movement (discussed on pp. 63-4)?
6.    Bonhoeffer wrote “It is not a religious act that makes the Christian, but participation in the sufferings of God in the secular life…. Allowing oneself to be caught up into the way of Jesus Christ…” (p. 66).  How do you respond to this?


Chapter 5
Can you recall hearing a sermon on the wrath of God, the final judgment, and/or the doctrine of hell? What was the goal of the sermon? How did you react to it?
Keller writes: “for the sake of argument, let’s imagine that Christianity is not the product of any one culture but is actually the transcultural truth of God. If that were the case we would expect that it would contradict and offend every human culture at some point, because human cultures are ever-changing and imperfect. If Christianity were the truth it would have to be offending and correcting your thinking at some place” (pp.72-73). If this is true, what aspects of Christianity ever offended and challenged your thinking?
Keller says many people are offended by the notion of a God who judges, but are there also benefits of this attribute of God? Here are a couple of examples to get you started: 1) if God always forgives, to whom should the victim plead his or her case? 2) if God always forgives, to whom should the victim look for rescue?
Is God’s judgment related to our responsibility to judge others, as in cases of criminal conduct? Why are many people offended by the notion of a judging God but not offended by the notion of a judgment-rendering legal system?
Keller asserts that people who end up in hell chose that destination by rejecting God (which God allowed them to do as a mater of free will). In this way, God doesn’t judge as much as he allows people to choose their own fare (seep.78). Do you find this argument satisfactory?
After reading chapter 5, complete the following statement. I believe in a God of ”        “.


Chapter 6
1.     What role does mystery and miracles play in your faith?  Where do you find yourself taking a leap of faith?
2.     Keller speaks of a “war” between science and religion.  Do you find in your own faith and beliefs that there is a temptation to let God retreat with each new scientific advancement?
3.     In Alister McGrath’s experience, many of the unbelieving scientists he knows are atheists on other grounds than science.  His atheist colleagues brought their assumptions about God to their science rather than basing them on their science (p. 90).  How does McGrath’s observation strike you?  Is your experience similar or different?
4.    Thomas Nagel claims that physical science cannot do full justice to reality as human beings experience it (p. 91).  Do you agree?  Can Christianity do full justice to reality as human beings experience it?
5.    Keller claims the skeptical inquirer does not need to accept any one of the positions regarding the meaning of Genesis 1 and the nature of evolution in order to embrace the Christian faith (p. 94).  Do you agree?  How important is a position regarding evolution for your Christian faith?
6.     Keller writes: “We modern people think of miracles as the suspension of the natural order, but Jesus meant them to be the restoration of the natural order” (p. 95-96).  How does this statement strike you?  How might you talk with a non-believing friend about the miracles within the Christian faith?



Chapter 7
1.      Are there particular biblical texts or passages that you find problematic?
2.      Keller proposes three considerations for people who struggle with some of the Bible’s teachings:
(1) To consider that the problematic passage might not teach what it appears to be teaching
(2) To consider that their problem might be based on an unexamined belief in the superiority of their historical moment over all others
(3) To consider the Bible’s teachings in their proper order.
Do you find these considerations to be helpful when looking at your problematic texts?  Are there any other ways of approaching the biblical text that you have found to be helpful?  In your experience, are there harmful ways of approaching the biblical text?
3.      Why do you think the books of the Bible are set in particular times and places?  Is there any profit in having a historical and cultural context to the biblical message?  Is there any disadvantage?
4.      Keller writes: “To stay away from Christianity because part of the Bible’s teaching is offensive to you assumes that if there is a God he wouldn’t have any views that upset you.  Does that belief make sense?” (p. 112).  Do you agree that we should expect God to take stands and enforce rules that run counter to our sense of how things should be done?  Why or why not?
5.      Not all Bibles are the same.  For example, the Roman Catholic Bible includes the Apocryphal books while most Protestant Bibles do not.  A Gideon Bible does not include the Old Testament except for Psalms and Proverbs.  And then there are the multiple translations which imply certain interpretations.  How do you make sense of these differences?  Do these differences matter to you?  Do you think they matter to the skeptic?
6.      Keller writes: “So an authoritative Bible is not the enemy of a personal relationship with God.  It is the precondition for it” (p. 114).  What do you think Keller means by “authoritative”?  Do you agree or disagree with Keller’s claim?  If you agree, are there any exceptions to this claim?



Chapter 8
1.    In the first seven chapters, Keller examines the beliefs beneath the seven biggest objections or doubts people in our culture have about the Christian faith.  Where did you find comfort in these chapters?  Where do you still have doubts or questions?
2.    Keller makes the observation that “from the outside the various Christian churches and traditions can look extremely different, almost like distinct religions” (p. 116).  What’s your experience? Have various branches and denominations contributed to skepticism, fear, and anger against the Christian faith in your own life or with people you know? What do you make of the fact that the Christian church has so many distinct denominations? (and then there are the many versions of ‘non-denominationalism’…)
3.    Keller is intentional about his word choice.  There are clues for God but not proofs for God.  Do you find Keller’s word choice appropriate?  Can you think of something better?  How helpful is Keller’s metaphor of God as playwright who writes clues to his reality into the universe (p. 123)?  Again, any ideas for a better or different image?
4.    At the beginning of chapter 8, Keller includes quotes from Somerset Maugham and Jean-Paul Sartre saying that “life has no meaning” and that “there’s nothing, nothing, absolutely no reason for existing.”  Why do Christians get out of bed each morning? What is your personal reason for getting out of bed every morning?
5.    Keller refers to St. Augustine’s argument that human desires – and especially, desires that cannot be completely fulfilled – are clues to the reality of God.  For example, he states: “…while hunger doesn’t prove that the particular meal [such as a steak dinner] will be procured, doesn’t the appetite for food in us mean that food exists?  Isn’t it true that innate desires correspond to real objects that can satisfy them, such as sexual desire (corresponding to sex)…and relational desires (corresponding to friendship)” (pp. 134-135).  He goes on to argue that the human longing for meaning, love, and beauty are strong indicators that God exists.  Do you agree that universal human desires point to God, or might there be other explanations?
6.    What clue(s) for the existence of God are the most compelling in your life?  Why?  Are there other compelling clues for the existence of God that Keller does not include in this chapter?


Chapter 9
1.    Is it an oversimplification to summarize Keller’s chapter as saying, essentially, that “we lose any authority to label things as ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ without a foundational belief in God.” In other words, to put it succinctly, we can’t call things “good” if we don’t’ acknowledge “God”. If this is oversimplified, how so?
2.    Keller writes, “I have not tried to prove the existence of God to you. My goal has been to show you that you already know God is there” (p. 156). Does he accomplish this task, or might the skeptic say that he merely shows that we “wish” God were there? Is there a difference between the two?
3.    It might be said that Keller doesn’t show us that we already know that God (the Judeo-Christian biblical God) already exists, but at best only shows that we believe some concept of a god (some spiritual creational force) already exists. Is this a fair criticism? Is even this more modest aim important in leading to finding the reason for the upper-case God?
4.    Keller argues that humans sense that some acts are morally wrong and others morally right, and that this is evidence that we inherently recognize God’s existence – ie, that the world is ‘broken’ in some way (see p. 155-6). Do you believe in Keller’s premise – that there is a shared sense of right and wrong that is universally accepted? Or do you feel that right and wrong is culturally or historically based? Is an ‘evolving’ sense of right and wrong fatal to Keller’s argument?


Chapter 10

1.    Every Sunday morning, we communally confess our sins in the liturgy.  What meaning does this communal act carry for you?  What could make this act even more meaningful for you?
2.    Keller begins by positing that we already know sin exists: “It is hard to avoid the conclusion that there is something fundamentally wrong with the world” (p. 159).  Do you agree that it’s valid to define what is broken in the world as sin?  Why or why not?  And given all the things that are broken in the world, what questions does that raise in your mind about God?
3.    Keller writes: “Sin is the despairing refusal to find your identity in your relationship and service to God.  Sin is seeking to become oneself, to get an identity, apart for him” (p. 162).  Have you ever thought about sin as a matter of finding one’s identity?  Does this make sense to you?  Why or why not?  Have you heard a more helpful definition of sin?
4.    How would you talk with a person who denies the existence of sin in their own life?  Would you ever talk with them about the personal, social, and cosmic consequences of sin?
5.    Looking back on your life, when did you realize that sin had consequences?
6.    Keller claims that Christian doctrine of sin can be a great resource for human hope.  Did this chapter give you hope?  What is the greatest resource of hope in your life?



Chapter 11
1.    Keller refers to a Flannery O’Connor character, Hazel Motes, who seemed to feel that in some ways the goal to live a “sinless life” is so that God will be more certain to bless you (and therefore save you). This is sometimes referred to as works-righteousness. Assuming (only for the sake of argument, of course) that there is a little of this works-righteousness in all of us, what area(s) of your life are susceptible to this pride of morality? That is, what acts or habits do you have that, if you were to really examine yourself, are motivated at least in some small part by the belief that God will certainly repay you for your kindness?
2.    According to Keller, Dr. Jekyll’s efforts to do good works in order to compensate for his evil tendencies “do not actually shrivel his pride and self-centeredness, they only aggravate it. They lead him to superiority…” (p. 176-7). Do you find this to be the case in the lives of people you know – that the more they practice good, the more self righteous they are likely to become? Or do you find the opposite – the more they practice good, the more humble they become?
3.    A teenage Christian girl lives in fear that she might somehow say or do something that is less than perfect; she tells you that she strive for perfection because she wants to be a good example for the sake of her non-Christian and new-Christian friends. When you suggest that she might be trying too hard, she assures you that everyone should lead a sinless life, if they are serious about their faith. What would you say in response?
4.    Keller  describes the Christian “gospel” as believing “that I am so flawed that Jesus had to die for me, yet I am so loved and valued… that Jesus was glad to die for me” (p. 181). This is contrasted to “religion” which is a set of rules that must be obeyed to gain divine approval. Are these two characterizations accurate, in your experience?
5.    Since we are saved by sheer grace on God’s part, and not by our particular style of worship or doctrine (paraphrasing Keller) we don’t have to be intimidated by, or insecure in the face of, anyone – regardless of their personal piety.  How might this attitude affect your relationship to someone who seems “better” than you? How might it affect your relationship with someone who seems “worse” than you?
6.    Keller says that the above attitude “means that I cannot despise those who do not believe as I do” (p. 181). Why does it seem that this attitude is so frequently missing from the “dialogues/debates/arguments between Christians and non-Christians (or, for that matter, between different Christians)?


Chapter 12
1.    Christian theology allows for many answers to the question: “Why did Jesus have to die?” Keller posits one answer – that “In the Christian account, Jesus dies so that God can forgive sins” (p. 187). What have been your assumptions about the reason for Jesus’ death on the cross? Are they different, or more varied, than that which Keller represents as “the Christian account”?
2.    Keller sets up the argument that without forgiveness the desire to see evil punished becomes simple vengeance. “A cycle of retaliation will begin” (p. 190). As a former lawyer, I’m keenly aware that it is virtually impossible for a victim and a perpetrator to agree upon the proper punishment for a wrong. A third party is needed. In the Psalms, the Hebrew people cry out to God for their vengeance – but then are willing to leave the matter in God’s hands. At least at first blush Keller doesn’t seem to make any allowance for a third party (judge, arbiter, God, etc.) to decide proper punishment? Is this criticism of Keller unfair? Is a third party even needed, if there’s been, as Keller asserts “true forgiveness”?
3.    “No one embodied the costliness of forgiveness any better than Dietrich Bonhoeffer” (p. 190). Later, Keller writes that “Forgiveness means bearing the cost instead of making the wrongdoer do it, so you can reach out in love to seek your enemy’s renewal and change.” Bonhoeffer, of course, was a Lutheran pastor who returned to Nazi Germany in an effort to kill/assassinate Adolf Hitler. How did Bonhoeffer’s decision to take another’s life without benefit of trial or hearing constitute “embodying forgiveness?” In other words, did Keller simply choose a bad example?
4.    Keller asserts several times in this chapter that Jesus had to die in order for our sins (“debts”) to be paid (see, eg, p. 193). Keller places great emphasis on the necessity of Jesus’ death. What significance  does he place on the Resurrection? St Cyril of Jerusalem once said: “I confess the Cross because I know of the Resurrection.” Can the same be said for Keller? That is, for Keller, would God’s forgiveness of our sins have been completed on Good Friday, even without a resurrection on Easter Sunday?  Was Easter Sunday simply a nice addendum to the story of Jesus’ death?
5.    In the section entitled “The Great Reversal” Keller says that “all life-changing love entails an exchange, a reversal of places” (p. 195). Do you find this to be as true as Keller does?
6.    One criticism (from reformed theology) leveled at Mel Gibson’s The Passion of Christ was that it tended to place undue emphasis on the physical suffering of Jesus (and as a result, Jesus’ death and resurrection become less important by comparison). Does Keller’s insistence on a Jesus who “knew what it was like to be under the lash” (p. 195) lead to a similar pitfall – placing the focus on Jesus suffering, instead of the fact of his death and resurrection?


Chapter 13
1.    Keller claims: “If Jesus rose from the dead, it changes everything” (p. 202).  Do you agree with this claim? Or is this claim a hyperbole?  In your experience, are there clues that give merit to this claim? Or does your experience indicate that this claim is questionable?
2.    Many Christians say they have had dreams and visions of Jesus where they feel that Jesus is with them, guiding them, and living on in their hearts in spirit (cf. p. 203).  Some people even credit these visions as being their moment of conversion.  Do these testimonies undermine the bodily resurrection of Jesus?
3.    Keller writes: “In [non-Jewish thought of the 1st century Mediterranean world], resurrection was not only impossible, but totally undesirable.  The goal was to get free of the body forever…Unlike the Greeks, the Jews saw the material and physical world as good.  Death was not seen as liberation from the material world but as a tragedy.  The idea of an individual being resurrected, in the middle of history, while the rest of the world continued on burdened by sickness, decay, and death, was inconceivable” (pp. 206-7).  Are these worldviews still alive today?  Does the resurrection continue to be undesirable or inconceivable?
4.    In his first letter to the Corinthians, Paul writes: “But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who have died” (1 Cor 15:20).  Why do think God only brought about the first fruits of the resurrection?  What is the point of waiting so long for the last fruits?  Do think the gap in time between Christ’s resurrection/ascension and Christ’s return helps or hinders the cause of Christianity? 
5.    Keller seems to think there are two options: A person can either reject the resurrection as a fictional myth or embrace the resurrection as a historical reality.  Are there only two options?  Or could a person reject the historical evidence of the resurrection yet still embrace Christianity with the premise of Jesus living on spiritually?  Could a person accept the historical evidence of the resurrection yet still reject Christianity?
6.    If you were asked to preach on Easter Sunday, who would be your target audience?  What would you say?


Chapter 14
1.    Keller describes the relationship of the Trinity as a mutual dance of love and joy. Our sinfulness has interrupted that dance and replaced it with our standing still and insisting that everyone else dance in orbit around us (p 220). In response to the question, “why did Jesus die for us?” Keller suggests that in his death Jesus “was circling and serving us…. He centers upon us, loving us without benefit to him” (p 221). From there, we can learn to center our dance around him. Do you find this image helpful? How do you see Jesus’ death and resurrection as helping you to start moving in life and “join the dance”?
2.    In the section, “The Future of the Dance” (pp 222-3), Keeler describes his view of what life after the second coming might look like. A life where “Even the trees will sing and make music before the face of the returning King…” What do you imagine life will be like after Christ’s return? Has that image changed for you over time? How so?
3.    Keller says that that the world is ours to respect and honor as stewards of God’s gift (p 225). Others feel that, since the world will be re-created by God in the end anyway, we are free to use it or abuse it as we see fit, God will make it all good in the end. What difference does the idea of a “new heaven and new earth” have on the way you live your life?
4.    In the Epilogue, Keller hopes that by now it’s possible that “Christianity may be more plausible to you now” (p 227). Did you find this to be the case for you, after reading this book? In what ways has it become so?
5.    What was your favorite aspect of this book? Perhaps an image, an argument, or a paradigm shift. What, if anything has caused you to be at least a little different person coming out of this book than when you entered into it?
6.    Do you find this book spoke to you in a way that will make a difference in how you think about your faith, how you feel about your faith (more or less comforting/comfortable, etc), or how you live out your faith? How so?


Epilogue – Where do we go from here?
1.    Keller describes the relationship of the Trinity as a mutual dance of love and joy. Our sinfulness has interrupted that dance and replaced it with our standing still and insisting that everyone else dance in orbit around us (p 220). In response to the question, “why did Jesus die for us?” Keller suggests that in his death Jesus “was circling and serving us…. He centers upon us, loving us without benefit to him” (p 221). From there, we can learn to center our dance around him. Do you find this image helpful? How do you see Jesus’ death and resurrection as helping you to start moving in life and “join the dance”?
2.    In the section, “The Future of the Dance” (pp 222-3), Keeler describes his view of what life after the second coming might look like. A life where “Even the trees will sing and make music before the face of the returning King…” What do you imagine life will be like after Christ’s return? Has that image changed for you over time? How so?
3.    Keller says that that the world is ours to respect and honor as stewards of God’s gift (p 225). Others feel that, since the world will be re-created by God in the end anyway, we are free to use it or abuse it as we see fit, God will make it all good in the end. What difference does the idea of a “new heaven and new earth” have on the way you live your life?
4.    In the Epilogue, Keller hopes that by now it’s possible that “Christianity may be more plausible to you now” (p 227). Did you find this to be the case for you, after reading this book? In what ways has it become so?
5.    What was your favorite aspect of this book? Perhaps an image, an argument, or a paradigm shift. What, if anything has caused you to be at least a little different person coming out of this book than when you entered into it?
6.    Do you find this book spoke to you in a way that will make a difference in how you think about your faith, how you feel about your faith (more or less comforting/comfortable, etc), or how you live out your faith? How so?

