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Turning to faith in times of despair
Man found refuge from a crisis of faith and an incurable disease in the teachings of 
Calvinism.

Linda Leicht  
News-Leader  

When Shawn Vickers was told at the age of 15 that he was HIV positive, the
news was unexpected and the results have been profound.

In the 16 years since he received that news, Vickers has struggled with the 
conflicts between his faith in a God that heals and his reality of a disease that 
has no cure.

The power of faith and prayer were an important part of the Pentecostal faith in
which he was raised, yet that teaching "never acknowledged that if God 

doesn't do (what you ask), it's still his will," said Vickers, now 36.

He ultimately found comfort in the Reformation theology of John Calvin, a 16th 
century reformer who emphasized the sovereignty of God.

Born with hemophilia, a genetic disorder that prevents blood clotting, Vickers 
had been treated with transfusions of clotting factor from blood donors. Because 
the donors were not screened for HIV at the time, the virus was passed along to 
Vickers. Adding insult to injury, the teen also tested positive for hepatitis C, 
which attacks the liver.

It wasn't fair, the boy thought. What had he done wrong to deserve such a 
terrible fate? What now?

His first response was to turn to his faith, to expect a miraculous healing. He 
prayed for it, went to healing crusades to get it, but nothing changed.

He recalls his mother as being convinced that her son had only a short time to
live and encouraged him to have as much fun as he could in the time he had 

left. She even proposed that he quit high school.

Even as the teen's faith was being tested, he was beginning to develop a new 
sense of faith in a God that was powerful enough to have the situation under 
control. Despite the terrible possibilities of the diagnoses, Vickers was 
determined to move ahead with his life, to finish high school and go on to 
college.

"Mom thought I was in denial," he said. "She saw my expression of faith as 
denial."

Finding a new church

Keeping his condition a secret most of the time, Vickers graduated from high 
school and went on to complete college as well.

And his faith grew, even as he tried to reconcile a faith-healing theology with his 
continuing condition.

"So many things didn't reconcile with religion as I knew it," he said. "There 
shouldn't be a disconnect between faith and the real world."

Shawn Vickers prepares to give himself an injection. Vickers 
contracted HIV and hepatitis C when he was a teenager and 
found himself having difficulty reconciling his belief in a God 
that heals with the realities of a disease that can't be cured.
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Shawn Vickers readies an injection of an interferon drug to 
help control the effects of his disease.
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Shawn Vickers says Calvinist theology helped answer his 
questions of faith, particularly about suffering.
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He went to various churches, looking for answers.

"I was starving spiritually," he said.

Then he heard the teachings of a radio preacher named R.C. Sproul. Sproul 
spoke about God as sovereign and humans as unable to save themselves. 
Everything made sense to Vickers.

"I loved it," he said.

In 2004, a friend who also listened to Sproul, a Calvinist theologian, on the radio 
invited Vickers to visit a church, Springfield Reformed Fellowship.

"It was strange for me," Vickers said. The formal, structured service was
unfamiliar, and the songs — traditional hymns rather than modern praise music
— were totally different.

Despite the lack of outward expression, Vickers began to hear a message that 
answered his questions.

He heard sermons that spoke about "God and his covenant people," a God who
is in charge of everything — even Vickers' diseases.

"It put so many things together, especially suffering," he said.

Phil Grotenhuis, the pastor of Springfield Reformed Fellowship, remembers 
Vickers sitting in a membership class.

"Shawn is a thinker," he said. "He wants to be biblical."

Teaching the class about Calvinist doctrine, "the doctrine of the covenant," 
Grotenhuis talked about how "God plans ... everything that happens in this 
world.

"Even the tragedies and sorrows do not occur by chance or because Satan is 
working in this world," Grotenhuis said. "God is sovereign; even Satan is under 
his control."

For Vickers, that message answered the questions that had been haunting him. 
It solved the puzzle.

"It put so many things into place, especially suffering," he said. "God isn't 
passive. He brought it to me."

'God is in control'

Nelson Kloosterman, a professor of ethics and New Testament at Mid-America 
Reformed Seminary in Dyre, Ind., explained that the starting point to understand 
Calvinism is in the first line of the Apostle's Creed, "I believe in God, the Father 
Almighty ..."

If God is almighty, there is no limit to God's power or authority, he said. That is 
the sovereignty of God.

"It becomes a bit tangled when you insert human will ... or when it comes to 
suffering," he said.

If God is not in control, then there are two other possibilities — chance and the
power of Satan. Calvinist theology denies either of them.

"God is in absolute control," he said. "That is the uniqueness of Calvinism."

Kloosterman relates to Vickers. He lost his mother when he was 11 years old 
and still recalls a "well-meaning Christian" saying that with enough faith, she 
would not have died.

Grotenhuis

Tenets of Calvinism
The basic tenets of the theology of John Calvin (1509-1564) 
can be remembered in the acronym TULIP.

T: total depravity. This doesn't mean people are as bad as they 
can be. It means that sin is in every part of one's being, 
including the mind and will, so that a man cannot save himself.

U: unconditional election. God chooses to save people 
unconditionally; that is, they are not chosen on the basis of 
their own merit.

L: limited atonement. The sacrifice of Christ on the cross was 
for the purpose of saving the elect.

I: irresistible grace. When God has chosen to save someone, 
He will.

P: perseverance of the saints. Those people God chooses 
cannot lose their salvation; they will continue to believe. If they 
fall away, it will be only for a time.
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"There is a connection between faith and God," he said. "But the power is not in 
our faith at all. It is in the father."

Gary McGee, who teaches the history of Pentecostalism at Assemblies of God 
Theological Seminary, can also relate to Vickers.

McGee has cancer.

The traditional Pentecostal faith-healing theology would say that, because he 
has not been healed, McGee's faith was lacking.

But McGee said that theology has developed to accept that "physical suffering 
can be part of the Christian life."

The Pentecostal view of miracle healings and the Calvinist view of a sovereign 
God may seem to be in conflict, McGee said. "But the truth of life is in between 
there."

McGee continues to pray for healing. "But I've had this sense of peace in my 
heart that God is in control. ... That has been a reassuring peace through this 
whole experience."

Vickers has found that peace, too. And he has had prayers answered.

The hepatitis C treatment he has been taking has had "dramatic results."

Vickers' prayers continue, but he doesn't want to hear that it is his faith that is 
responsible.

"I want to hear, 'Isn't God gracious?'"
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