15th April 2007   “Were you there…?”    John 20:19-31

As some of you know, I help to run the Living with Loss group, along with Mary and Sarah – if you don’t know what that is, it’s a sort of friendship group for those who’ve been bereaved, and we meet once a month.  A few weeks ago Mary said to me, “Hey, do you know, for our next Living with Loss session, we’re going to see the Queen.”  For a few seconds I was a bit taken aback, and thinking about seriously upgrading the biscuits, when I realised what she meant – that we were going to watch the film ‘The Queen’, which has just come out on DVD.  I don’t know if you’ve seen it, but it’s very good, and Helen Mirren thoroughly deserves the praise she’s had.  And although watching a film was intended to be just a social evening for us, it was very relevant for that particular group too, because the film is all about a death, it’s all about the death of Princess Diana 10 years ago, and the way the royal family responded to that loss and the very different way the public responded to that loss.  The used a lot of news footage in the film, and it brought it all back to me, the piles of flowers at the palace gates, the all night vigils with candles in jam jars, all the hoo ha about whether or not they should hang a flag at half mast, and so on.  And as we talked about it after the film had finished, it was clear everyone had their own story of ‘I remember where I was when I heard…’.  Thanks to the television pictures and so on, we were all eye witnesses.  “Were you there when Princess Diana died?” is a question we would all have said ‘yes’ to, even if we weren’t actually in London or Paris or Balmoral, or wherever the action was happening. 
Except that as time goes by, not everyone will be able to say that.  Young teenagers here in our congregation today won’t have a story to tell about where they were when Princess Diana died, because they were only 3 or 4 or 5, and wouldn’t have had a clue what was going on.  And the first time I think that phrase really began to be used,  ‘I remember where I was when…’, was about the assassination of President Kennedy, but I was only a small child and have no memory of it all.  For me that assassination is a part of history, not a part of my experience, and I don’t really understand why it was such a shock.  People can explain it, but I can’t feel it. I wonder how many decades it will be before no-one remembers Princess Diana as she really was either, the impact she had on us, whether you approved of her or not.  When the answer to the question ‘were you there?’ is ‘no’, then we’re not quite so gripped by the story.
Which brings me on to our gospel reading today, which is also about dramatic events after a death, but we certainly weren’t there, and there was no TV of course to spread the story.  Jesus has died, and his closest friends and followers have locked themselves away out of sight, a bit like the royal family in fact, although for very different reasons – fear mostly, but also probably because they’ve absolutely no idea what to do next.  In fact they’ve already heard from Mary that she’s seen Jesus, he is alive – but they certainly don’t seem to be acting as if they believe her.  (You’ll be glad to hear that I have restrained myself from doing my whole sermon on the deafness of men when women speak!)  Then a wonderful thing happens, suddenly Jesus is standing there, not a different Jesus, and not a ghost, but the same Jesus, with the wounds in his hands and feet, yet restored to life.  And then as our reading unfolds, the same cycle of events repeats itself.  Thomas, who wasn’t there when Jesus came, is told by his fellow disciples that Jesus is alive, they’ve seen him.  He refuses to believe it because he hasn’t seen for himself, then one week later Jesus appears to him too, and Thomas sees the truth.  “ My Lord and my God” – he says as he realises that’s exactly who Jesus is.   We hear this story every year on this the Sunday after Easter – one week later for us too – and I think most of us respond by thinking actually Thomas’ attitude was pretty understandable, who would believe something like that without seeing for themselves.   But then Jesus goes on with some amazing words, that are both a promise and a challenge, he says to Thomas: “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.”  

Those words are sometimes seen as being a sort of ticking off for Thomas, a sort of ‘what a shame you didn’t get it earlier’, but I think the meaning is more positive than that.  Jesus seems to be saying it is possible to believe without seeing, that it will happen, and that those who do believe will know themselves blessed.   And it did begin to happen, almost immediately, even there and then in Jerusalem it began to happen, that those who had not seen, those who weren’t there in that locked room, began to believe and the Christian church was born.  How was it possible, I wonder?  What did they have to go on?   And what do we have to go on, who haven’t seen either?
Firstly there is the power of the story itself.  Without the resurrection the story of Jesus would still be many things, a story of great moral teaching, the story of a man with a passion for social justice and a heart for the needy, and the story of an innocent man killed because he was a political nuisance, it would be a good story, but not unique.  It’s only with the resurrection that we realise that in all these other events, God  must have been in this world all along, and that’s an extraordinary thought.  However unlikely, you can’t afford to ignore a possibility like that.  It may not be possible to prove the resurrection absolutely, but no-one has ever been able to effectively contradict it either, and it’s a story that refuses to die down.  There were a lot of people crucified by the Romans in those days, hundreds or more, how many of them do we know by name?  Only one –  Jesus, and that’s because the story of his resurrection sets him apart from the rest.  It’s an amazing story, as we sang earlier, and it’s stood the test of time. 
But for that to happen something else was required – the story had to be told, by those who were there, who had seen it happen, who had met the risen Jesus.  Those who have not seen would not be able to believe, unless those who had seen were able to talk about their experience with authority, and with complete conviction of the truth.  And that’s what happened.  In our reading today Jesus doesn’t just appear in the locked room to reassure his friends and bring them peace, Jesus sends them out into the world inspired by the Holy Spirit, he gives them the power to act and the authority to speak, and they do so with such a deep sense of belief and purpose that they inspire belief in others.  And they do so in spite of the fact that it gets them into a lot of trouble.  Later in the bible we read that they get hauled up before the authorities and ordered to stop their teaching, and they say, “We must obey God, rather than men!...We are witnesses of these things…” (Acts 5:29/32)  For them the truth of what they are saying is so concrete and so important they will not stop speaking, they’ve got to tell the story.  
Our reading today ends with these words, “Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book.  But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.”  This is John’s gospel, the same gospel that begins with “In the beginning was the Word…and the world knew him not”.  Everything that John wrote, everything that Matthew, Mark and Luke wrote, everything that Paul wrote and said, and everything the disciples risked their necks to say, was done so that the world would know him. We weren’t there, but they were, and they tell such a story that even now, it may just cause us to tremble too.
So so far what we’ve got to go on is a powerful story, and some utterly convinced eye witnesses.  But I’d like to come back to a point I made at the beginning, about things we haven’t lived through ourselves being history, not our own experience, so we can’t engage with them in the same way.  But this isn’t just a history book, and the message of the gospel is not ‘Jesus was alive’ but ‘Jesus is alive!’  It’s real, it’s now.  It’s not just a moment in history.  St Augustine once said ‘faith is to believe what we do not see, and the reward of this faith is to see what we believe.’  We may not see Jesus physically – and by the way I don’t think it’s unfaithful to wish that we could – but even if we can’t, he is just as alive today as he was in that room with the disciples, and he is capable of making his presence felt, and a lot of us know that, from experience.  “Where two or three are gathered in my name, there am I in the midst of them,” he says.   We’re not asked simply to believe those words.  We’re asked to try it and see.  He is alive. In that sense the resurrection story still rolls on, we are part of it, it’s our story too, right here where we are.  We haven’t just heard about it, we’re living it.
“Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.”   Words spoken to Thomas, but meant for us.  Great words of encouragement I think.  But there are other words spoken by Jesus to his disciples in our reading today, that are meant for us too, and here comes the challenge.  “As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.”  Or as Robin said in his sermon last Easter Sunday “Go and tell”.  It’s so important that the story continues to be told.   It’s so important that those who have some experience of Jesus present in their lives talk about it.  It’s so important that we have home groups, and Alpha courses, and talk to the children of all ages, in church and in school.  We all have questions.  Thomas isn’t the only one.  But if the story isn’t heard, how will we ever know what questions to ask, and how will we ever find some answers, and discover that the resurrection is personal for us too.
In a way I’m quite glad the television cameras weren’t around 2000 years ago because who knows how much the story might have been distorted by spin doctors and commentators and people who just want to tell us what to think.  But I am grateful to those who were there, and told us what happened – Thomas and his friends, not forgetting the women, of course!  Above all I’m grateful to God for the story they had to tell.  I’m sure it changed their lives - and I know it changed mine.  
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