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REASONS TO FOLLOW JESUS  AND HIS BELIEFS ABOUT LIFE & GOD
1. WHAT WE ‘KNOW’ MATTERS.   “People are destroyed for lack of knowledge”   (Hosea 4:6).

People recognize:  Wisely pursuing their good  requires sound ‘knowledge’ of how things actually are. Since reality is what we rely on,  we know  when we act upon mistaken beliefs about it,  we can suffer.  

2. LOVE:  “What the world truly needs now is love, I daresay Christian love!” (atheist Bertrand Russell) 

Our ultimate moral value & calling is seen by most traditions to be love which seeks others’ welfare.         “The good do their neighbor’s good” (Plato).  “Care toward others is the key to morality”  (Confuscius).  “Confronted with suffering fellow humanity,  ethics involves recognizing  that I have an obligation to do something if I can” (Putman 2004).   At funerals, to show a person was good, we emphasize their love! 

For we know  we should love others  for their good,  and do for them  what we would want done for us.

Jesus deeply influenced our modern values,  and most profoundly pressed this universally recognized ‘golden rule’ as all-important.   Love, which seeks the good of others,  “fulfills all of God’s law,” and is the mark of those truly related to God & his will.   Rules can be followed without loving.   So Jesus prioritizes a gracious heart of love  that even cares for our enemies, the least, and those outside of our own circle (Matt. 7:12; 22:34-40; 5:43-48; Jn. 13:35; 1 Jn. 4:7-12; Rom. 13:8-10).  “Deep down we all know that the compassion Jesus taught is the center of what is right & obligatory among human beings” (Willard 2009).
The conflict in living as we know we ought is our innate desire to put self ahead of the calling to love.  Richard Dawkins:   “Our evolutionary nature is dangerously committed to its’ own egotistic survival,”    and often overrides doing unselfish good.   Our nature’s vulnerability to loss can easily provoke us to anger and contempt for others.   We can see that often  “the good die young.”   An indifferent universe does not seem to operate as safely as we we’d wish, or even care about being on the side of goodness.   

We also have all experienced that real love may require costly sacrifice,  and can jeopardize our self-   centered grip upon life.   Jesus depicts it as “losing your life” (Mk. 8:35).    Even faithfully paying my obligations  can diminish my resources.    And lowering my standard of living  for the sake of others goes against my grain!  To truly love  opens us to deep hurts  and risks our self losing out, being taken advantage of,  rejected,  or even crucified.   Facing such jeopardy,  we are bound to ask,  can faithfully pursuing the moral virtue of love  be compatible with  my own drive  to seek my happiness & welfare?
Following the call to love as our way of life  is only reasonable  if we believe that some Power at the universe’s core  is committed to this value that we sense,  such that our well-being is ultimately secure.  Thus,  mature religions’ belief in God  may spring from our moral need  to trust  that our undeniable calling to love will ultimately prove effective.    For our deepest needs in this fearful world  can not   be assured  unless the essential character of God (or Ultimate Reality)  is in fact  love  (1 John 4:16).

3. IS GOD’S EXISTENCE  REASONABLE?    Our calling to love makes sense  if a Power of great goodness explains our universe.   In fact  every culture has sensed a divine Source behind the creation.  “The ultimate mover of the universe must be a non-physical Being” (Aristotle).   “God’s eternal power and divine nature, though invisible, have been understood through the things that are made” (St. Paul).  Even the great skeptic, David Hume, agrees:  “Nature’s whole frame  bespeaks an intelligent author, and no rational reflection  can suspend a sense of Theism’s basic realities” (more on this in the end Note). 

The amazing universe we live in  drives us to explain  where it came from:   “Why is there something rather than nothing?” (Leibnitz)    “The real mystery is not how the world is,  but that the world is” (Witt- genstein).    For the complex life that evolution explains  was preceded by an original universe of matter    & orderly laws.   And science offers no reason to think that this could come into existence on its’ own. 
For we observe that every existing physical thing  had previous causes that explain it.    Every object is ‘dependent.’   Its’ present state is caused by completing a history of previous events that led up to it.  No thing develops  when nothing came before it!    But such a series of dependent events  can only be in process  if it got going at some point.    For an ‘eternal’ series  would mean that an infinite time in the past has existed,  and it is beyond our comprehension  that it could have yet arrived at the present.     

Agnostic scientist Stephen Hawking explains,  “Almost everyone now recognizes:  the universe, and time itself, had a beginning at the “Big Bang.”    Thermodynamic law #2 confirms:  in every physical system  energy eventually runs totally down.   Thus,  the universe can’t have begun in an infinite past.

If  the universe began,  and thus can’t be eternal or self-existent,  we are bound to ask, “What caused the first event in the series?”  Its’ original cause  can’t just be an earlier form of the physical universe (part of the series), or we haven’t explained  where it came from at all.   We’d still ask  where that form came from!   Another dependent thing could not even explain  why an infinite chain of events existed.  

Sir Arthur Eddington explains: “The beginning of an expanding universe frankly presents insuperable difficulties,  unless we look on it as super-natural.”    For if the past chains of events must have begun, the only explanation is an uncaused reality  that was able to begin it.   Yet it opposes reason  to assume the physical universe as a whole  is that which is the exception  to all other material things we can see. 

Since nothing in the natural world can be the cause of its’ own existence,  history’s thinkers reasoned that the cosmos must be brought into being  by an already existing non-physical Reality.    For unless we give up on accounting for everything else,  the most intelligible explanation, and sufficient reason for the whole series,  is some eternal super-natural Power,  whose reason for existence lies in itself.  

But an action to initiate creation at some point  implies a choice undetermined by past realities,  and   thus an intelligent personal agent  (which is one definition of God)!      For  unless  it is caused by ‘God,’  we’d need faith that the universe  is the super-natural reality,  which has God’s qualities of being self- existent, eternal, infinite,  and needing no sufficient cause!    It does not come from anything;  it just eternally is.    But such ability to believe that the cosmos  is the reality  that can have no explanation,   or that comes uncaused from nothing,  has historically seemed to require too big of a leap of faith!

4. IS GOD ALSO GOOD?     Most thinkers have sensed that ‘God’ can best explain our existence (though even good reasons  do not mean that God is the kind of reality subject to proof).  Yet our moral life would still lack a vital need:  knowing that this Ultimate Reality of God is “good,”  and is committed    to love.   If we sense a calling to love deep within ourselves,  we might well reason  that it must come from the Ultimate Source of our existence.  Yet it’s difficult to explain what we see in creation itself.   It appears to be full of violent and destructive self-centered actions  that are evil and unloving.

Religions see we are called to love,  yet primitive ones have gods that are ego-driven.   But our need is

to see God’s own character ‘revealed’  as love toward us!   Indeed, Jesus’ followers became convinced that they had seen in him & his manifestation of love  a full “representation” of what the invisible God is like (Jn. 12:45; Heb. 1:3; Col. 1:15).    He pointed the crowds to God as their Father, whose love “endures forever.”    He displayed God  as compassionately drawn to the sinfully broken  and pursuing the ‘lost’ “until they are found.”   He affirmed God’s forgiveness  even for his crucifiers  (Luke 15:1-32; 23:34; 6:35f)! 

This storyline’s climax  is that in living out such love,  Jesus willingly laid down his life  for the sake of even his enemies who rejected his vision.   The crucifixion of one who practiced his own teaching of love  seems to confirm our strong perception  that those who lay down their lives in love  are often cut down  and lose out,  while powerful and loveless evil ones may prosper.     

It appears that the persons we recognize as precious  just disintegrate in the grave.  Indeed, death soon brings all of our loving efforts to nothing,  and we die far short of the growth and values  we are called to seek.   Yet, if the Creator’s character in which we have our being  is faithful love that values us, and  is committed to our ultimate fulfillment,  providing some life beyond this world  would seem essential. 

And what started a life-changing movement  was  Jesus’ followers’ huge claim  that God had validated       

his life & message  by a convincing resurrection,  a display that ultimately love won’t be defeated.  No evidence seems enough for trusting testimony to such an exception to nature’s predictable laws.   But to those smitten with Jesus’ teaching  & apparent ability to live his radical values,  no case for acting beyond the norms  seems more fitting.    For we perceive  that  the God we reasonably believe exists, chose, in this one who so embodied love, to evidence in advance the ultimate victory of faithful love.  

And many historians find no historic event is better verified.   Claims that an executed Jesus had risen soon thrived near his tomb.   And authorities accused of killing him  couldn’t show the body was there & stop this story!  A fabricated claim can’t explain what transformed a crowd of his dejected followers (still alive-1 Cor. 15:6) who despite the threat of being killed for it, boldly showed how convinced they all were in being eyewitnesses.    Persuaded that it offers hope to all, they turned the Roman world upside down,  maintaining their witness to God’s victory,  in which love rather than death  has the last word. 

CONCLUSION:   What makes sense of the life in which we find ourselves?  “What a person desires is unfailing love,” vital for facing our deepest defects (Prov. 19:22; Rom. 2:4).   For we can love when we are “first loved” (1 Jn. 4:19; Lk. 7:47).   But living as if love will win,  or that Reality sees that what’s truly good  won’t ultimately be lost,  rests on a cruel illusion,  unless the Power which explains all existence is ultimately good  & warrants our trust in a good ending.  So each of us must decide  whether the One necessary to explain our existence  has offered enough reason to trust  that love ultimately overcomes.  

Perhaps life’s horrors are not redeemed,  everything just turns to dust,  and often sooner  for those that love.  But M. L. King believed, “The arc of the universe bends toward justice & love.”  And for many who sense within a divine call to love,  the story-line that culminates in Jesus,  offers a rich hope that pursuing that call will not be in vain.   So following Jesus means living a love that chooses to bet that the One who is love  is the supreme reality  that will not fail,  but some day  will be  “all in everyone”   (1 Cor. 15:28).    For now  we find reason to trust  that we are actually safe  in the One who loves us all.

                                                      *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *   *

Note: Also the existing cosmos to be explained displays a regularity of precise conditions that allows evolution to work.   Scientists  agree  intelligent life could not exist if any of many regulatory physical constants lined up a bit differently  (E.g:  gravitation, the cosmological constant governing the universe’s expansion rate, electro-magnetic forces, ratios & relative masses of protons, neutrons & electrons, and the forces that bind them together).   Yet the odds by sheer chance  of all these ‘laws’  being so ordered  is very low,  some say 1 in 10 billion to the 124th power!    

Why should physical reality have any basic powers, especially the consistently “fine-tuned” givens that science requires to explain all else?    Can it ‘just happen’  by accident?     Unbelieving physicist Paul Davies clarifies,           “The impression of design is overwhelming…   The Universe is put together with such astonishing ingenuity  that I can’t accept it merely as an unexplainable Brute Fact.”    This apparent order in nature and its’ laws     has led most cultures to conclude  that the Source of every thing  must be able to be a Powerful ‘Orderer.’

