April 18, 2010                                                                    John 20: 19-31
Prayer: O holy God, Please oversee us as we attempt to discern the meaning of your word. Grant us the certainty of belief that you eventually granted your disciple, Thomas. In Jesus’ name we pray, Amen.

Resurrecting Thomas
There are some stories from the Bible that are so well-known, so famous, that even non-Christians know them. Educated people use them as literary touchstones, confident that most people will understand references to “the parting of the Red Sea” or “a Damascus Road experience.”

Some of these pieces of collective knowledge are so ingrained they can even spur questions on Jeopardy!

He talked to a burning bush. Who was Moses? 

He jumped ship rather than preach God’s word. Who was Jonah?
He demanded to touch Jesus’ scars before he would believe the resurrection. Who was … Doubting Thomas?

Poor ol’ Thomas. Most of us think Doubting was his first name.

And I find that unfortunate. For actually, we know more about Thomas than we do about some other disciples. And that one statement shouldn’t define him – anymore than our honest questions should define us.

 Today we’re going to look at our best-known resurrection appearance before moving past Easter. 
Throughout this season, we’ve been reading from the gospel of Luke. Luke told us that at least five women, including Mary Magdalene, found the empty tomb on that first Easter morning and went to tell the disciples.

In the gospel of John, we don’t read about the other women. John mentions only Mary Magdalene. She ran and told the disciples, and Peter and the disciple “whom Jesus loved” came back to the tomb with her. 

But they still didn’t understand what was going on. They still didn’t understand this concept of being raised from the dead. We’ve talked about what a rollercoaster of a day this must have been for everyone who loved Jesus.
Well, that same Easter night, the disciples were huddled in a room together, frightened, behind locked doors. Please turn in your Bibles to John 20: 19-31 and let’s see what happened next.  
19 When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the house where the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said, ‘Peace be with you.’ 20After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. 21Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.’ 22When he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit. 23If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.’ 

24 But Thomas (who was called the Twin*), one of the twelve, was not with them when Jesus came. 25So the other disciples told him, ‘We have seen the Lord.’ But he said to them, ‘Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe.’ 

26 A week later his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas was with them. Although the doors were shut, Jesus came and stood among them and said, ‘Peace be with you.’ 27Then he said to Thomas, ‘Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but believe.’ 28Thomas answered him, ‘My Lord and my God!’ 29Jesus said to him, ‘Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.’ 

30 Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book. 31But these are written so that you may come to believe* that Jesus is the Messiah,* the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name. 

The disciples, minus Judas and Thomas, have locked themselves inside a house because they were afraid the people who had killed Jesus might come for them. This is the same fear that caused Peter to deny Jesus  three times on the night of his trial, the same fear that kept the disciples at a distance from the crucifixion. 

But the people who killed Jesus didn’t come for the disciples. Instead, the risen Jesus came, showing them the hands that had been nailed to the cross, the torso which had been ripped by a spear.

And their fear turned to rejoicing.
 Twice, Jesus said to them, “Peace be with you.” But he was not there simply to comfort them. He came to give instructions: “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” 

When we read about God creating man back in the book of Genesis, we read that God “breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and the man became a living being.” (Gen. 2: 7) 

This scene is re-enacted as Jesus breathed on the disciples the gift of the Holy Spirit. They became new beings, able to carry out his instructions, able to go into the world, entrusted with the gospel.

He told them they now had a mighty power to spread the message of the kingdom of God: “If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.”
John simply ended his scene there, without telling us about the disciples’ emotional state. But I imagine there was great rejoicing far into the night. The day that started out so grimly, so bewilderingly, ended with the blessed assurance of Jesus himself. The disciples knew that he was not only risen, but that their job was just beginning.

Next comes the part of the story that only John, among the gospel writers, tells. Next comes the part of the story that even non-Christians know.

The disciples went and excitedly told their brother Thomas about seeing Jesus. It was their first test case to spread this message just as Jesus had ordered them to do.

But Thomas, their fellow disciple, stopped them cold. “Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe.”
And with that one sentence, poor Thomas condemned himself to be forever known as Doubting Thomas. And that is unfortunate. Because let’s look back at a previous time when we met Thomas.

Back in chapter 11, John told the story of Jesus planning to go to Bethany to raise Lazarus from the dead. The disciples panicked, because Bethany was in Judea, and the Jews in Judea had already tried to stone Jesus. The disciples begged Jesus not to go back there.

But Jesus told them flatly he was going to see Lazarus. And this is what Thomas then said to his fellow disciples: “Let us also go, that we may die with him.”
       Let us also go, that we may die with him. 
This was no frightened, sniveling, fair-weather apostle who simply couldn’t figure out what Jesus was up to. This was the epitome of the disciple Jesus wanted: “If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me…. Those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel, will save it.” 
On the way to see Lazarus, and possibly face stoning by the Jews, Thomas was ready to die with Jesus. He was ready to take up his cross and follow Jesus.

The man we know as Doubting Thomas might just as well be called Daring Thomas, Dutiful Thomas, Devoted Thomas.
The other time we met Thomas, he was asking a question during one of Jesus’ discourses. Jesus was talking to the disciples about what would happen after his death. He said, “In my Father’s house are many dwelling places. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also. And you know the way to the place where I am going.” (John 14: 2-4)

But Thomas interrupted and asked, “Lord, we do not know where you are going. How can we know the way?” (v. 5)

Jesus didn’t rebuke him. He simply responded, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life.” (v. 6)

Thomas was not afraid to ask questions, and he was not afraid to die for Jesus. Daring Thomas.

Now at this post-resurrection meeting with his disciple, Jesus didn’t seem angry. Rather, he calmly invited Thomas to touch his scars in the way his friend needed to.

“Put your finger here and see my hands,” Jesus said to him. “Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but believe.”
That was all it took for Thomas. “My Lord and my God!” he exclaimed.

We always read this passage as if Thomas’ doubt was a bad thing, as if Jesus rebuked him with his response. But I don’t see Jesus as aggravated or disappointed or angry. If it was a rebuke, it was a gentle one.

“Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.”

Thomas was not dismissed from the circle of disciples. He was not reprimanded. He would still be welcomed into those dwelling places in the Father’s house.

I think this story is in John’s gospel for the same reason all the stories are in John’s gospel: So that we readers “may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing (we) may have life in his name.” Just as it says in verse 31.

What John is doing with this story of Thomas is showing us different ways in which people come to faith. If even one of the 12 disciples, a man who was willing to die with Jesus back in Bethany, can doubt the resurrection, then there is room for our doubts as well.

There is no shame in our doubts or in our questions. God did not give us brains and then ask us not to use them. He can take our doubts and our questions, our fears and our insecurities, our dark nights of the soul. To think otherwise is to worship a small, vindictive god.

Because we don’t have the choice of seeing like Thomas, and then believing. John was writing some 60 years after Easter. He knew he was writing for people who would not have the experience of seeing the human Jesus or the risen Jesus.

And so Jesus acknowledged that Thomas believed because he saw the scarred hands and ripped torso. Then he added, “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.” 
Not that they are better. Not that their faith is superior. That’s just how it’s going to be from now on.
We 21st century readers -- will be blessed or gifted with faith without physically seeing. 

Our belief is a blessing from God. Our belief is a gift from God. We are not blessed as a reward for gritting our teeth and believing an idle tale -- as the disciples first called the story brought to them by the women at the tomb. The believing itself is the gift, the blessing. 

Accepting that blessing, that gift, is easy for some people. For others, it is a continual wrestling. A wrestling:
To sustain belief when we cannot see our Lord. 

To sustain belief when we cannot hear our Lord.

To sustain belief when we, like the first disciples, suffer terror and amazement and doubt and fear.  

Matthew and Mark and Luke and John wrote the books that we know as the gospels because they believed that Jesus was the Son of God, the long-awaited Messiah. They were not disinterested historians who thought this man Jesus would make good copy. John blurts it out in these final verses: “Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book. But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.”
The gospels were written that we might come to believe what the writers believed. That we might believe without seeing what they saw, what Thomas saw. Because it was no longer going to be available for the seeing.
Back in chapter 17, Jesus actually prayed for us. He prayed, “I ask not only on behalf of these (meaning the disciples) but also on behalf of those who will believe in me through their word.” (John 17:20)

Two thousand years ago, he knew we’d be sitting here today, believing in him through the work of those first disciples. By definition, because we live in the 21st century, we believe without seeing. 

For that, Jesus calls us blessed, happy, gifted.          
But true belief has a lot to do with behavior, a lot to do with action. Many people point to Thomas as an example of someone who had to see first in order to believe. They point to belief without proof as somehow superior. 

I would argue with that view. Thomas questioned and he doubted, just like we do. But he also once told his buddies, “Let us also go, that we may die with him.” 

If that’s not belief, I’m not sure what is.
    Amen.
