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Doubting Thomas
It’s interesting to see how history remembers people.  For example, two week’s ago I used Tiger Woods as an illustration in my sermon.  Up until his infamous SUV wreck on Thanksgiving Eve, he was everyone’s hero.  An outstanding athlete known for his squeaky clean character and reputation.  But that all suddenly changed within a matter of days following his wreck.

My suspicion is that even though history will remember him as a great athlete and golfer, he’ll equally be remembered for the sex scandal associated with his name.  

So think with me for a moment how we remember some of Jesus’ disciples.  If I were to mention the names of certain disciples and ask you to write down the first word that came to mind, it’s unlikely we’d all think of the same word. 
For example, when I say Simon Peter, some of you would write down the word faith, while others might use courage or spontaneous.  If I were to mention the names of James and John, some of you would write down “brothers,” while others would associate them with Sons of Thunder.  
But when I mention the name Thomas, there is little question the word most everyone would write down.  It would be the word doubt.  So closely have we associated Thomas with this word that we have attached it to his name: “Doubting Thomas.”

It may interest you to know that in the first three gospels we know  nothing about Thomas except he’s one of the chosen twelve.  It’s only in John’s Gospel that he emerges as a distinct personality, and then very limited.  The fact is the Bible doesn’t have much to say about Thomas.  But what little it does say includes more than the single occasion for which we most remember him.

To illustrate, when Jesus decides to go to Jerusalem the disciples were convinced it would mean certain death for all of them.  Surprisingly, it was Thomas who declared: “Then let us go so that we may die with Him.”  It was a courageous statement, yet we don’t remember Thomas for that. 
We also fail to remember that it was Thomas’ who more than anyone else in the Gospels who succinctly and unequivocally declared Jesus to be divine.  Interesting, isn’t it, that the story that gives Thomas his infamous nickname is the same story that has Thomas making a powerful profession of faith? 
Look at his profession: “My Lord and my God.” Notice he doesn’t say teacher or Rabbi. No!  Instead he says God!  It’s the only place in the Gospels where Jesus is called God without any qualifications.  These are words of great conviction spoken by a man spiritually transformed.  Thomas was no longer a doubter, but a man born of deep passionate faith.  What most don’t know is that Thomas later died a martyr for the Faith in what is today India.  

Unfortunately history has remembered Thomas for the scene where the resurrected Christ made an appearance to the disciples when Thomas was absent.  When he heard the report of Jesus’ resurrection from his fellow disciples, Thomas refused to believe.  Like his compatriots who also doubted Jesus’ resurrection before they saw the risen Christ, Thomas found the story too incredulous to believe.  Thomas said: “Unless I feel the nail prints in his hands I will not believe.”

We don’t know why Thomas was absent that first Easter evening when Jesus appeared to the other disciples.  He may have been running an errand for the others, or maybe just off alone by himself, trying to make sense of all that had happened during the past few days.  In any case it’s important to note the allusion by the Gospel writer that Christ often appears within the community of believers we call the Church, and when we separate ourselves from the Church – as Thomas had from the other disciples - we risk missing the unique presence of the risen Christ.

But the story of Thomas doesn’t end on the eve of that first Easter.  A week later when Jesus made his appearance again to the disciples, Thomas was present and this time he too saw the risen Lord.  This time he believed and was transformed by the experience.
So what are we to learn from this account recorded in John’s Gospel?

First, note that Jesus didn’t blame or condemn Thomas for doubting.  Jesus understood that doubt frequently precedes faith, and doubts must be acknowledged before faith can be born.  That was not only true for Thomas, but for all the other disciples who initially doubted Jesus’ resurrection.  

To be candid, I’m guarded about people who claim they have never had doubts about their faith.  It implies they’ve never seriously considered their faith, having never personally struggled with issues that faith inherently poses.  Even Jesus Himself knew moments of doubt as evidenced by His dying words upon the cross: “Father, why have you forsaken me?”  Jesus Himself was not above having doubts.  

Authentic faith always begins with intellectual honesty, and doubt is the bedrock of honesty. Put it another way: Faith is not the absence of doubt; it’s doubt transcended. 
Like most of you, I’ve known times when I doubted my faith.  More often than I can count I’ve questioned God’s sense of justice when hearing stories of blatant injustice, when innocent victims suffer while their perpetrators escape punishment and retribution.  I’ve lost count of the times I’ve questioned God’s sense of compassion and mercy when hearing stories of senseless pain and suffering, like that of the 29 miners who died this past week in West Virginia, or the more than 200 people in Brazil who this passed week died as a result of their homes being washed away by a mudslide.  I’ve known times when I’ve questioned the reality of the resurrection, wondering if the bedrock of our faith is really true.  Being a pastor does not make me immune from occasions of doubt.

But then I’m reminded of the words of Alfred Lloyd Tennyson who wrote: “There is more faith in honest doubt than in half the creeds.”  So I find myself parroting the words of the father who begged Jesus to heal his son when he said to Jesus: “Lord, I believe. Help my unbelief.”  (Mark 9:24)

Secondly, we can learn from the life of Thomas that the most endearing qualities in life can never be proven.  Jesus said to Thomas, “You believe because you have seen.  Blessed are those who have not seen yet still believe.”  (John 20:29)
I don’t know about you, but I find comfort in these words.  Jesus is talking about me.  Unlike the disciples who lived and followed Jesus, I will never see Jesus in this life.  I will never have the chance to put my finger in His nail scared hands, nor touch His pierced side.  I will never have an opportunity on this side of the grave to see with my own eyes the risen Christ.  Jesus understands that it’s harder for me to believe than it was for Thomas, and still Jesus counts me blessed. 

The fact remains that the most endearing qualities that make life precious are qualities we can’t see or prove, yet we can experience.  Qualities like love, friendship and faith.  

If our goal is to limit the boundaries of perceived reality by only what we can prove or appears reasonable, we will reject most of what life is worth living for.  

Thomas Jefferson is a good example of what I speak.  Jefferson was one of our nations greatest intellects during the founding of our nation, but not many people know that he rejected the notion of miracles, including the resurrection.  Like many of the other Founding Fathers of our nation, Jefferson was a Deist – someone who believed in God, but denied God’s ability to intervene in human history.  

Given this particular perspective, Jefferson was unable to tolerate any biblical passage that described supernatural events.  So he transcribed his own bible.  Were you to view the Jeffersonian Bible you would find it limited to the moral teachings and historical events of Jesus' life.  No virgin birth. No record of any healing or nature miracles.  And no resurrection.  Here is how his bible ends: "There laid they Jesus and rolled a great stone at the mouth of the sepulcher and departed."  For Thomas Jefferson the Gospel ends at the foot of a grave.

It’s very easy to rewrite history, to say something didn’t happen. But the story remains that the disciples were witnesses to the resurrection.  By denying the resurrection, Thomas Jefferson robbed the Bible of its power.  I’m convinced that the Church would not have survived 2000 years were it not for the resurrection of Christ. There is no power in a sepulcher that contains a corpse.  Rather, the Church is alive because Christ is alive.

All this is to say we need to allow room for mysticism in our lives and in our worldview. That’s not to suggest we preclude science, nor preclude reason.  What it means is that what we often cherish most in life escapes the ability to be prove its existence.  Which suggests we need to rely on, and live by faith.

If someone were able to scientifically prove the resurrection, there would be no need for faith.  It would be fact.  But God has called us to be a people of faith.  What exists in heaven cannot be proved on earth; it must be believed by faith alone.

The last lesson we can learn from the life of Thomas is the need to move beyond doubt to faith.  While it’s natural to have doubts, faith calls us to move beyond our doubts. Jesus admonished Thomas, “Stop doubting and believe.” 
While having doubts is common, unresolved doubts limit our ability to grow and mature.  
In the early days of John Wesley’s ministry he was racked with doubts and uncertainties.  So he went to his old friend and mentor, Peter Bohler, to whom he laid his soul bare.  Bohler told Wesley: “Preach faith till you have it, and then because you have it you will preach it.” 
In other words, act as if you have faith, and because you act as if you have it, faith will eventually come to you.  In time Wesley saw the wisdom of Bohler’s advice, as have I.


There are times in all our lives when we face grief, disappointment, pain, and depression.  There are times when things happen that our faith in God falters.  When these moments of doubt come remember these words: Never doubt in the dark what God has told you in the light. 

I say this because it’s in moments of spiritual light that God reveals true reality.  These moments of spiritual light are so very important and precious because they’re an anchor that holds us fast during the dark nights of doubt and despair.

In moments of light, God has told you that above all else God loves you.  Don’t ever doubt that.

In moments of light God has told you that He will never desert you. Don’t ever doubt that.

In moments of light God has told you that resurrection is real. Don’t ever let the darkness of death cause you to doubt that.

AMEN
