
THE GOD DILEMMA

If you’re not a religious person, feel free to skip this chapter. If you are religious, then there are 
some questions you probably have that I might be able to help you address. I can’t say that you’ll 
find answers - I still have plenty of unanswered questions myself - but I hope you can find 
encouragement.

The first question that almost everyone asks when someone loses a child is invariably why? Why 
did this happen? Why did God allow it? Everything that comes after is a variation on the why: what 
was the purpose, what is God doing, what is God teaching, how will God use this. These are 
legitimate questions for any parent to ask at the death of a child. And while we might be able to 
answer the secondary questions - the whats, the hows - I can tell you that in almost every 
circumstance there’s not going to be an answer to the why.

Let me say it again: there’s not going to be an answer to why your child died.

Most people wouldn’t tell you that. Most people would argue that you can understand why given 
enough time and perspective. For them, why is a retroactive kind of thing - you can only understand 
it looking backward. I’m nine years removed from the death of my daughter and I can tell you 
without hesitation that I can answer those ancillary questions now, but I still can’t tell you why. And 
that’s a good thing.

It’s been a hard truth to accept.

See why isn’t something that we can really grasp. Even if I could make a compelling argument 
that the death of your child is an event that created an opportunity for a person to grow closer to 
God or more deeply  religious or however you want to phrase it, but what good does that do you? 
Does that answer lessen your pain? Does it suddenly make it easier for you to breathe, or less painful 
for you to see someone else snuggle their baby tight?

I know: I’m a jerk for saying that. I felt  like a jerk for typing it. It’s not fair for me to tell you the 
why doesn’t matter, because right now it’s the one question that occupies space in your head and 
heart. But the bible says that God’s ways are higher than man’s (Isaiah 55:8) and that we can’t 
comprehend what God is doing on this earth, much less suss it out for ourselves (Ecclesiastes 8:17). 
For some folks that comforting. For others it borders on madness.

All I can tell you is what it meant for me to realize that why wasn’t something for me to know. I 
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battled with that question for years, both as a father and a theologian. I wanted to be able to nail 
down the motive that God had for allowing my daughter to be born dead. I wanted something black 
and white to hold on to in a world gone suddenly gray. And then it hit me one day when I was trying 
to explain Ruthanne’s death to my daughter Ella.

Ella asked why Ruthie died. I told her I didn’t know.

Ella said, “Okay.”

That was it. She didn’t press for more information. She didn’t demand that there had to be an 
answer. She asked her father, someone she loved and trusted, a question that didn’t have an answer, 
and she was okay with there not being an answer.

I figured I should be the same way.

Not knowing the why doesn’t mean that your child’s death was a pointless injustice in the 
universe, though. On the contrary, I think the type of grief you’re experiencing makes you even 
more human. It teaches you that there is great loss in life, but it also sets you up to learn about the 
great gains available to you. For me, that’s come about in an awareness of just how precious each 
day is; how a moment with someone you love is never a throwaway moment; that the people you 
love most should be the most aware of that love. It sounds sappy, but we live in a day and age that 
almost demands we live at a breakneck pace. Often, that pace keeps us from really paying attention 
to the people and things that matter most.

Grief slows things down. I found that it almost suspended time, in that while the rest of the 
world seemed to be moving forward and forgetting about my pain, I was still trying to survive. And 
once I felt like I was going to survive, I found strength in letting life move slower. I looked at things 
differently.

Granted, this didn’t happen overnight. It took awhile. And in that intervening time, there were 
plenty of  days when I balled my fists and let God have it.

See, I was raised with a certain kind of belief in God: that he didn’t let anything bad happen to 
good people. And good people were people who went to church every week, gave a little money, 
helped out when needed, and tried in general to just not be mean. Once I went into the ministry, I 
developed an even sicker set of God rules: reading my bible every day, having only pure thoughts, 
listening only to the right kinds of music, watching only the right kinds of movies and TV shows. 
The best word for how I lived is probably Pharisaical, but sense that might not make sense to many 
people, I’ll put it this way: rules obsessed. And if you didn’t keep the rules as well as I did, you were 
going to be sorely disappointed in what God brought into your life.

Even typing those words makes me feel a little sick, but that’s how I believed. And when my 
daughter died - when the rules I hadn’t broken didn’t keep me protected from a real life evil - I 
found myself  at a crossroad.

Either God was a liar, or I was wrong.

I can’t extrapolate this for everyone, of course, but I think a great many people have such a hard 
time with God for similar reasons. We’re kind of conditioned to believe that simply being a good 
church person, or just being a good person, period, inoculates us from tragedy. Or that God is such 
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a good guy that he’d never let anything bad happen to us; sure, it might happen to other people, for 
reasons we might not know, but he certainly wouldn’t expect us to go through something painful 
and hard. 

And when our child dies, we wonder what happened, why the formula didn’t work.

This may not be the case with you. You may have your theology in  right, working order and 
understand that God’s presence in our lives doesn’t guarantee us the absence of tragedy, but instead 
the surviving of it. Or maybe you don’t believe in God at all and this is all a moot point. Maybe 
you’re a Muslim. Maybe you’re a Hindu. Maybe you’re just not sure.

But I can almost say for certainty, whatever your beliefs may be, in the wake of losing a child 
you’ve wondered about the existence of God and you’re curious if he is a liar, or if people are just 
wrong about him. I can say that because I’ve met dozens of parents who’ve miscarried a child, or 
given birth to a stillborn, or buried a child after only few short years, and each one has asked me in 
some way, shape or form, “Where’s God in this?”

As a minister, the easy answer would be that God is with you, comforting you, helping you 
through each moment of each day. And though I believe it’s true, I also understand that when you’re 
in the throes of grief, platitudes about the presence of God ring hollow because the best proof of 
God’s presence would be you not having to go through your loss at all. So I’m not going to give you 
platitudes. I’m going to give you advice that you can take or leave. It’s up to you.

Scream at God. Shake your fists at him. Tell him how you really feel. Even if you don’t believe he 
exists, the mental benefit of being able to hold someone accountable for the death of your child is 
immensely therapeutic. No, I’m not a licensed professional, so I probably shouldn’t be talking that 
way, but I’ve lived through it and can tell you from experience: it helps. If there is a God, he can take 
it. If  there isn’t, you’ve got nothing to lose anyway.

And once you’ve found that release, once you’ve discovered that the why question can’t be 
answered, but the other questions can be, you’ve made another step towards discovering what is 
going to become your life from here on out.

The new normal.
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