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April 15, 2012 – Second Sunday of Easter
John 20:19-31


It really doesn’t seem fair!  We put Judas and Thomas on a list of unfaithful or unbelieving people.  We look at them as if they are the only people to ever betray our Lord or have doubts about the resurrection.


Judas is described as a traitor, one who turned his friend in for a sack of coins.  To my mind the saddest thing that can be said about Judas is that he took his own life before he had a chance to experience the resurrection.  If Judas’ guilt had not been so overwhelming he too would have come to know the forgiveness Jesus offers to everyone . . .  yes, even to Judas.  Judas still lives today in people so guilt ridden or ashamed over what they have done, or perhaps think they have done, the only course of action seems to be that of suicide.  They end the excruciating pain and bewilderment of their lives before they can comprehend the forgiveness and grace offered them through Jesus the Christ.  
Some people call suicide the most selfish act a person can commit.  They have ended their pain only to cause the excruciating pain of all those they leave behind.  Jesus crucifixion on the cross is considered to be the most selfless act ever committed. Jesus’ pain caused the end of sin and death for all who would come to God.  That’s an interesting contrast.  He did realize his action caused Jesus’ arrest and tried to return the blood money, but forgiveness was premature . . . if only he could have waited it out with the other disciples.
The first Sunday after Easter has been historically marked as “low Sunday”.  Of all the Sundays in the year this Sunday often has the lowest attendance.  In the Lectionary this is also the Sunday we talk about Thomas and about what happened as a result of Christ’s resurrection.  Last Sunday we stood at the empty tomb awestruck and in fear.  Today we continue to wrestle with what resurrection is all about.  Yet today is Low Sunday.  How sad that some who might need to hear the Good News will be missing hearing it . . . like Judas. But this morning’s focus is on Thomas, the twin, the doubter.  
For the last six years or more of my appointive ministry we celebrated this day as “holy humor” Sunday.  This is a tradition that says the disciples were so numb with grief and awestruck at the resurrection that they really couldn’t celebrate the resurrection until much later. So on this first Sunday after Easter we would just have a worship hour of just plain fun.  We told jokes, wore funny hats or outfits – my formal robe changed to a bathrobe, we sang songs of humor or joy, we might have a funny skit that tied to scripture, we just celebrated!

Call it “low Sunday” or “holy humor Sunday” or the second Sunday of Easter, maybe we just need time for the news to really sink in.  In all the commentaries on scripture one fact remains clear, Thomas was not present the first time Jesus made his appearance to the disciples after the resurrection.  Why?  We really don’t know.  We can speculate that Thomas, probably being more of an introverted or quiet type, had gone off to grieve by himself somewhere.  Some people are like that.  They need to begin the grief process alone and not in a crowd, even if the crowd is a small company of their closest of friends.  For whatever the reason, the gospel account makes it clear that “Thomas, one of the twelve, called Didymaus, was not with them when Jesus came.”

Now savor the words that come next.  The other disciples therefore were saying to him, “We have seen the Lord!”  But he said to them, “Unless I see in His hands the imprint of the nails, and put my finger into the place of the nails, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe.”

This gathering of disciples is eight days after the other disciples claim to have seen Jesus.  Ten of Thomas’ most trusted peers, each of them sharing in the journey of the last three years and all apparently of good reputation, shared with Thomas what they had seen with their own eyes, felt with their own hands and hearts, yet Thomas wasn’t accepting their testimony.

If we are fair, it’s easy to identify with Thomas.  Bodily resurrection is not your everyday experience.  The last time he saw Jesus, he was dead.  Thomas was probably around the day Jesus called Lazarus from the grave, but Jesus was alive and used his power to raise the dead.  If we push the wonder of it all one step further we are saying that Jesus had power even when he himself was dead!  There was a spark of eternal life that could not, would not, be extinguished!
When we wrestle with what Thomas might have been feeling we may even get a sense of jealousy or resentment.  The others have seen Jesus, why not me?  Is Jesus angry with me?  It may even give us an insight into those outside the church who look at believers and puzzle over this thing we call faith.  My son “accepted Christ” when he was about nine.  I remember sitting on his bed with him that night and his serious concern that he didn’t “feel” any different.  Part of believing is allowing for doubt and reflection.

People who are absolutely sure about their faith are dangerous.  Henri Poincare, a French mathematician and philosopher of science, clarified the dilemma of faith and provided an answer.  He wrote: “To doubt everything or to believe everything are two equally convenient solutions; both dispense with the necessity of reflection.”  Although doubt can be dangerous to solitary individuals, it is the very breath of life to those whose faith is growing and who have a solid connection with the community of faith.

Thomas’ response of disbelief was honest.  His insistence to see for himself, to put his finger into the place of the nails and side, came from a deep desire for it all to be true.  “Dear God, please let it be true!  How my heart aches, what an un-fillable void I feel at the loss of my God, my Lord . . . Jesus.”

Sometimes, behind closed or even locked doors, our children sit alone with their problems, their pain, and their fears.  It’s hard to unlock the door, yet the very thing these children – and we are all God’s children - often crave is to crawl onto the lap and into the arms of a loving parent, or grandparent, whose love for them has been proven.  It is a terribly painful thing to share your child’s sorrow, when they think the whole world is falling in around them.  Thomas needed his parent friend Jesus.  It is very humbling to hold an adult child in your arms as they cry in pain.  These are the doubting Thomas’.

This is what the risen Jesus did with Thomas.  Jesus kept his promise to come again.  He had come to reassure his child, Thomas, of his love for him.  It was now Thomas’ turn to witness for himself the risen Christ.  We all grieve at a different pace.  We all come to faith at our own pace.  Emotionally and spiritually Jesus lifted Thomas onto his lap, enfolded him in love, and said, “Peace be with you.”
Doubt?  Deep personal doubt happens to us all at times.  Even those who have held a strong faith all their lives can be brought to their knees through trauma and tragedy.  Thomas is not an outcast for his disbelief but a treasure left to tell us something important, something vital.  Jesus did not get angry or ridicule him for his lack of faith.  He is quiet and patient.  Finally, after eight lonely, doubt filled days, Thomas knows the full joy of Jesus alive!  His quiet demeanor is quickly changed to an outburst of recognition and praise.  What a treasure indeed.

When Kathleen Norris first stumbled upon the Benedictine abbey where she became an oblate, she was surprised to find the monks so unconcerned with her weighty doubts and intellectual frustrations over Christianity.  What interested them more was her desire to come to worship.  They seemed to believe that if she just kept coming back to worship, kept coming home, things would eventually fall into place.  It took her a long time to recognize that the desire to worship is in itself a significant form of belief.  She admitted her private agonies about church going to a pastor who astounded her by saying, “I have no idea why people are there on any given Sunday: it seems a miracle to me.  I have no reason or right to know why they have come.  All I can do is accept their presence gladly.  And, together, we worship God.”

If it were not for Thomas the next words from Jesus would be lost forever.  His words place us in the locked room some two thousand years ago.  “Because you have seen me, have you believed?  Blessed are they who did not see, and yet believed.”  We believe by faith not by sight.  We believe because of what the scriptures tell of God and his reasons for becoming Christ and for the mystery of our own redemption.  We believe by the testimony of others around us who have felt the risen Lord in their lives just as did the other ten disciples who tried so hard to convince Thomas.  We believe when we take the step to risk and find that Christ is there for us, just as he said he would be.
It’s not always easy to believe.  There may be times of doubt and we need not be afraid of the doubt for like the dark comes also the dawn.  The shadows that we feared in the night are just that . . . shadows.  We are love and forgiven.  Christ is alive and we too can live, now and forever.

Doubts provide the stimulus to keep faith from becoming too complacent or too certain.  They are the “ants in the pants” of faith, as Frederick Buechner calls them.  Doubts are the means by which God’s servants gain strength and closeness to their creator.  It is not our strength that we are drawn into an intimate relationship with our Lord but it is in our weakness, our doubt.  By God’s grace and power we are kept until our resurrection . . .  by the power of the risen Lord.

