
  
    
      
    
  




 


[image: image001]


 


 


 


Henk van
de Weg


 


 


 


[image: image002]










 


Published by Akni Books, an imprint of Akni
uitgeverij


 


Author: Henk van de Weg


Cover by Henk van de Weg, with the use of a
texture of Barbara A Lane, found on Pixabay


ISBN: 978-94-93351-71-4


© 2025 Henk van de Weg


 


Original Dutch title: Geloven in God!? Wat heb ik daar nou aan
(2022)


Translated with the help of Sjoerd van de Weg and Deborah Hobo-Noordermeer


 


All rights reserved. No part of this book may
be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means without written
permission from the author.


 







Preface


 


 


"It's
useless." In her theatre show "Eh...," Dutch comedian Brigitte
Kaandorp made her feelings about the Church and religion very clear. In her
opinion, religion is completely useless in everyday life. “It doesn't help you
write a job application or find a suitable life partner,” she said. "It's
like sending you out onto the street with the wrong map. The street names are
wrong; you can't find your way; you get nowhere." 


Many
people think the same way she does. 


 


The
question of usefulness is a valid one. If you believe in God but it doesn't
help you, then your belief makes little sense. It should not be a theory that
you say "yes" to on Sunday only to discover on Monday that it makes
no difference to your life.


I
understand Kaandorp. I can't remember ever seeing a clear overview of this in a
church. A number of things are mentioned, such as God's forgiveness or the hope
of eternal life in heaven, but it remains limited.


I have
been thinking about this issue long before I saw Kaandorp's show. I think it's
a shame that the Church pays so little attention to it, and I don't know of any
book that explains its usefulness or effect in detail. Of course, it's possible
that such books may exist, but I'm not aware of them. 


In any
case, the subject deserves attention. That is why I decided to write this book.



 


I do not
believe this book provides all the ultimate answers (curious to use the word
"believe" in this context). 


Firstly,
the effect of faith on individuals varies greatly. If you asked a thousand
people what faith means to them, you would receive at least five hundred
different answers. These answers can be grouped into categories, which is what I
attempt to do in this book.


Secondly,
experiences can be incredibly contradictory. These contradictions in
experiences did not make it easy to write this book. There are many problems,
which I will discuss. To be honest, this is one of the major struggles I have
with faith myself: why does one person experience God's presence while another
feels nothing at all? 


Thirdly,
I do not pretend to be complete. It is quite possible that after reading this
book, you will want to say to me: you have forgotten some things. 


 


What I do
want to do is help you to gain a better understanding of the usefulness of faith.
Its usefulness is very broad. We often tend to focus on one aspect of faith,
usually the area in which we don't experience it, while we fail to realise how many
other areas of our lives benefit from it. 


I hope
this book will help you discover these areas. No, you still won't learn
how to write a job application letter, but you will have been given a map.
However, that map will probably look very different from what Kaandorp had in
mind.
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The question of usefulness


 


 


It is
dangerous to write a book about the usefulness of faith. There’s always the
risk that people will suspect you of following a religion simply because it
makes you better off, happier, or richer. In other words, religion has to offer
you something, otherwise there is no point in believing.


Throughout
history, people have often become followers of a religion simply because their
king or prince was a follower too. In order to attain a high position in
society, you had to ensure that you shared the same beliefs. This is still the case
in a number of countries today. In China, for example, you have to be a communist; in
Iran, you have to be a Shiite Muslim. Many people paid (and still pay) lip
service. 


Paying
lip service can also be the result of social pressure. Many older people in my home
country, the Netherlands, still remember a time when people would look down on
you if you left the church or converted to another religion. You could even be
severely criticised if you missed a single church service. There was social
pressure from church leaders or your own family. This was common in the
Netherlands until the 1960s and 1970s.


Therefore,
following a particular religion can be "useful" even if you don't agree with its content or think deeply about it. Useful in
the sense of "avoiding problems" or useful as a means to climb the
social ladder.


 


Nowadays,
most people no longer seek status through religion. Brigitte Kaandorp did not
either. But she did consider the question of usefulness to be crucial. As she
did not understand what faith could mean to her during her childhood - and still
does not - she gave it up. 


Remarkably,
the central question for her is not: "Is faith true?" I am
discovering this to be the case with more and more people. Many people believe
that the question of truth cannot be answered. Even if faith is true, what does it
matter if it is of no use to you?


Personally,
I have believed in God and Jesus Christ since I was a child. Yet I never really
thought deeply about the effect of my faith on my everyday life. In church, the
focus is often on God's forgiveness and love. But is that all there is? I have
discovered that people around me are looking for completely different things
from God. What use is it to talk about forgiveness when you're in trouble?
Where is God's love if you don't feel it, but instead experience rejection from
colleagues or family? And where is this love when a young person dies?
At work, I mentioned that I was writing a book about the usefulness of faith. A
colleague told me that she had been at the funeral of a 30-year-old woman the
day before. "Then God is far away," she added. I couldn't help but
acknowledge that I understood her. Where is God in situations like these?


When I
discovered how essential the question of usefulness is, I started thinking
about it. What use is it to me? What am I really looking for?


 


Let's
start with the last question: what are we looking for?


We could
mention many things, but broadly speaking, most people are primarily looking
for two things:


1.
Support and/or help in life.


2.
Answers to (life) questions.


People
are right to seek these things. Faith has a lot to say about this. But I have
to warn you right away: there are no quick or easy answers.


 


Let's
start with the first one: support and help in our lives.


This has
to do with various things; we live in an uncertain world, where many things
happen that are beyond our control and that we still have to deal with. Major
problems such as environmental pollution, climate change, epidemics, and the
threat of terrorist attacks affect the whole world. No one knows the solution.
Governments talk a lot, but they don't solve anything. As ordinary citizens, we
feel powerless and helpless.


In
addition, many people are facing personal problems such as divorce, illness,
unemployment, family disputes, extreme work pressure. We need help with these
issues. It can all feel overwhelming: how can I keep going? Will I ever get out
of the problems? Will I ever overcome these things?


Moreover,
we seek inner peace. This is obviously related to the problems we just
mentioned. But there is also a group of people who feel that "there must
be more," although they are unable to pinpoint where this feeling comes
from. In any case, we want something that I would call "mental
well-being": a peace within ourselves that makes us feel more stable and
balanced, and makes us stronger in difficult times.


Because
of these kinds of issues, people seek God for support; they cannot cope
with life otherwise. You can also seek support from psychologists, doctors,
social workers, or groups of people who share your ideals and beliefs. The help of these
people can be very meaningful, but unfortunately they cannot solve all the
problems in the world. My personal experience is that God does provide that
support. He stands by us and helps us through our problems. This begins with
inner peace. That is the first form of support I receive. From there, I can
start to tackle my problems or learn to deal with them.  


 


The
search for stability is not the same as the search for an easy life. It is
similar, but there is a big difference in motivation. Many people turn to God
for a solution to problems, illness, conflicts, hoping to get rid of these problems
quickly and easily. Deep down, it is all about themselves: “I need to feel
well,” they think, “I need to get rid of the problem”. But God is not a Santa
Claus who only gives presents or fulfils our wish lists. In the next chapter, I
will discuss how God fits into this picture.


Stability
is also not the same as a feeling of happiness. The idea of happiness is often
promoted, especially in evangelical circles of Christianity, to which I myself
belong. The idea is that your life will always be filled with happiness and joy if Jesus appeared
in it. An old Dutch hymn puts it this way (translated literally): 


 


"When Jesus lives in you,


every
discord ebbs away,


He gives you joy and harmony, 


instead
of misfortune."


 


No more discord?
Nevermore any misfortune? This is a very simplistic view, and I suspect that
this song is not sung very often anymore. This kind of thinking was often used
to persuade people to convert. In some circles, you had to speak this way.
Whether you actually felt that way was irrelevant. As a result, it sometimes
became a sham. I remember someone on the church council who became overwhelmed
by problems in his congregation and had a breakdown. But he didn't dare say the
real reason at work, because faith has to appear positive: "You can't tell
people that your faith is causing you problems, can you?" God gives inner
peace - I have experienced that myself - but that is not the same as a constant
feeling of happiness, as if you are always in the seventh heaven.


On the other hand, there are Christian circles in which you are expected to accept everything unquestioningly.
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