19th April 2009

Believing Thomas
Reading:  


John 20:19-31


On the evening of that first day of the week, when the disciples were together, with the doors locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you!” After he said this, he showed them his hands and side. The disciples were overjoyed when they saw the Lord. 


Again Jesus said, “Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.” And with that he breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive anyone his sins, they are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.” 


Now Thomas (called Didymus), one of the Twelve, was not with the disciples when Jesus came. So the other disciples told him, “We have seen the Lord!” 


But he said to them, “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe it.” 


A week later his disciples were in the house again, and Thomas was with them. Though the doors were locked, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you!” Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe.” 


Thomas said to him, “My Lord and my God!” 


Then Jesus told him, “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.” 


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.

 

The past week has been quite an encouraging one from the church's point of view.  I've heard a number of people saying lovely things about the meal the Mother's Union prepared for us and the service on Maundy Thursday.  I've had similar comments and notes about the Good Friday services, and also about the music and the sense of joy and celebration last Sunday, here as well as in Assington and Little Cornard.  Lots of people have come to church and been encouraged, inspired, and generally uplifted - and through all that's seen, been said and sung, we've been touched by God's Spirit and re-enthused in our faith.

 

But that was last week - an age ago.  Since then we've had to go back to the daily grind and the Bank Holidays are almost forgotten.  Fired up last Sunday, this weekend is a different matter - it's even called Low Sunday and we could perhaps also call it 'Doubting Sunday'.

 

A chap was on trial for murder.  All the evidence pointed to him being guilty, but there was no body.  In the defense's closing statement the lawyer, knowing that his client would probably be convicted, resorted to a trick: 'Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, I have a surprise for you all. In the next few seconds the person presumed dead in this case will walk into this courtroom.'  He looked toward the courtroom door.  The jurors, somewhat stunned, also quickly turned their heads to the door.  A minute passed.  Nothing happened.  Finally the lawyer said, 'Actually, I made that up.  But you all looked towards the door with anticipation - so there must be just the smallest doubt in your minds that my client is guilty.  You must return a verdict of not guilty.'  The jury, clearly confused, retired to deliberate, but only a few minutes later they returned and pronounced the man guilty.  'But how?' inquired his lawyer.  'You must have had some doubt, I saw all of you stare at the door.'  The jury foreman replied: 'We did all look, but your client didn't.'

 

When it comes to the Easter story, I wonder where your doubts lie?

 

When we hear the Easter story in such encouraging circumstances as we did last week, all through the week, it can sound very true - but then along comes Monday, or certainly Tuesday and the end of any Bank Holiday optimism, and doubts start to creep in.

 

The world can so easily dampen the enthusiasm and resolve that our Easter celebrations generated.  As a consequence, we end up a little confused and living a bit of a lie - believing one thing but speaking another, intending one thing but doing something quite different.  We know we're supposed to keep our eyes fixed on Jesus, but we can't help the odd glance in the other direction.  None of this is ever our deliberate intention, it just seems to happen.

 

But then there's Thomas.  In all this compromise, Thomas sets a powerful example of faith and how to keep our Easter enthusiasm going for more than just a week or two.

 

Of course, tradition has us remember Thomas for his honest doubts, "Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe it."  Here was a man who had lived and breathed alongside Jesus for three years, who must have trusted his fellow disciples with his own life, but who was expressing his complete disbelief at what they were telling him Jesus had achieved.  He didn't try to tone down that faithlessness, and neither did he pretend to go along with their belief - he openly expressed the problems he had in going along with their story.

 

If we're going to survive in the world of cynicism and unbelief, we're going to have to learn to be more honest about our fears and our faithlessness.  If we're shy about our doubts and fears, we won't express them, and if we can't do that, God can't deal with them and we won't know how to encourage and help one another.  I met somebody in the doctor's surgery on Friday and, in exchanging pleasantries, we both said that we were fine.  What are people doing visiting a doctor and then insisting that they're fine?  I found myself getting sucked into compromise and the ways of the world and speaking a lie.

 

Just as the cold was really beginning to bite inside the Arctic Circle of the Canadian north, a hunter went out into the forest to shoot a bear - he planned to make a cosy fur coat to see him through the harsh months of cold and ice.  Eventually he saw a huge bear coming toward him and he raised his gun and took aim.  'Wait,' said the bear, 'Why do you want to shoot me?'  'Because I'm cold,' said the hunter, 'and I need a coat.'  'But I'm hungry,' the bear replied, 'Look, it's a big forest, we have different needs and I'm sure we can work something out if we sit down and talk it through together.'  So the hunter sat down beside the bear and they began to talk over the particular issues that faced each of them - and by the end of the conversation the hunter was well enveloped in the bear's fur, and the bear was no longer hungry.

 

With all the best intentions of heaven, we can be inspired to go out into the world to fight against faithlessness, injustice, poverty, and prejudice, and to proclaim the good news of Easter - but soon find ourselves sitting down and being talked out of most of what we intended to do.  I've encountered wild bears in the Canadian forest and they are very appealing, and the idea of shooting them seems terrible.  In a similar way, the world around us is filled with lovely people, it can appear so charming and innocent that the crying need we have for the risen Christ seems to grow rather dim and we take our eyes off him.  Before we know it, we've been consumed by lethargy, fear, uncertainty, materialism, image, how to find space in the diary and all sorts of other concerns that weigh so heavily.

 

Red hot after Easter day, we're soon luke warm, sitting in the forest with the grizzlies and toning down what we had only a few days earlier been so convinced was a good idea.

 

If you look at Jesus in Gethsemane, he sweated blood, he prayed that he might not have to go through with the crucifixion - and it seems to me that he only survived through his trials because he confessed the difficulties.  Right at the start if his ministry, fasting in the desert, the gospels record that after forty days Jesus was hungry.  They don't say that he was fine, he was coping all right - he was famished and was really tempted at the thought of some food.  It's a picture of confrontation, not compromise.

 

We mustn't play down the things we find hard, and neither should we pretend to go along with what everyone else appears to find easy.  The chances are that every question you have, everyone else has too - it's just that they're not showing it.  I was reading recently about Darwin's crisis of faith when he started developing his theory of evolution.  I wonder what would have happened if, instead of the church becoming more entrenched, a few people had admitted that what he was suggesting made sense and presented a real challenge, but also admitted that we had the confidence to face that challenge?  What happened was that everyone pretended that the traditional Christian view was still right, and as it became more and more obvious to many that it wasn't, the church became more and more marginalised - and we've never recovered.

 

We must encourage some honest doubting and questioning - not simply for the sake of being awkward, but for the sake of allowing us all to express our 'Thomas moments' when we have them.  It's the only way that faith has any integrity for those outside the church, and even within it, for that matter.

 

But I said earlier that Thomas was a man of great faith - there is another side to his honesty that we have to emulate along with his doubting.

 

When Jesus did appear to Thomas, his reaction, without hesitation, was to exclaim, "My Lord and my God!"  None of the other apostles is credited with such a reaction on seeing the risen Lord - the gospels record that they were glad and/or frightened, but that's it.  In fact, the other disciples, for all their crowing that they'd seen Jesus alive, were still huddled behind locked doors and had spent their entire post-Easter week doing nothing with the incredible news they had.  For all their 'believing' they hadn't done much more than make Thomas feel guilty for his not believing - they were already beginning to lie down with the bear and forget what they had come to do.

 

Thomas didn't hide his doubts, but neither did he hide his faith - his honesty stretched to the parts of him that wanted to express his belief as well as his disbelief.  Once he believed himself, I'm sure he would have been one of the key people in getting the others off their backsides and out into the world with the news they had.  He wasn't someone for hiding behind locked doors.

 

I do want us to be more honest about our fears and failings, but I also want us to be more honest about the faith we live by.  The hunter in the story I told earlier knew his needs, knew what he lacked, and went out in response to that knowledge.  He also knew where the dangers lay and how to deal with them, so he took his rifle.  He was well equipped and full of good intent - but, in the end, hesitation and compromise cost him dear.  If we can confess our need for God, then surely we can confess the faith that we live by in order to let God meet that need - way beyond Holy Week.

 

We need to catch some confidence from Thomas - and it would be good news all round if, having caught it ourselves, we kept it alive with God's help and with the encouragement of one another.

