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John 20:19-31

Last week…Easter.  The celebration of the Resurrection.  We talked about Mary going to the tomb early on Easter morning where she found the stone had been rolled away and the tomb empty.  She knew immediately that someone had stolen the body.  The thought of  resurrection did not even cross her mind.  Then Peter and John raced to the tomb.  They went in.  It was obvious that he had been there but was no longer.  What had happened?  His body had been removed.  Perhaps stolen!

This week we find the disciples gathered behind locked doors.  All they knew at this point was that their leader had been killed on the cross and his body had disappeared from the tomb.  His teaching and healing had stirred up so much controversy.  The disciples feared for their lives and hid from the Jewish authorities and the Roman soldiers.  They were in shock and grief.  They were trying to absorb all that had happened in the last few days.  They were trying to stay safe under cover.  They were trying to make some decisions about what to do next and where to go.

Into their midst, behind those locked doors Jesus appears!   “Peace be with you”.  Can you imagine their shock!  How quickly could they process an event like this?  He shows them his hands and side.  They see the wounds.  The miracle has happened!  The disciples rejoice!  He says to them,  “As the Father has sent me, so I send you”.  And then he breathed the Holy Spirit on them.  


All the disciples except for Thomas were there.  When the disciples saw him later, they told him about this remarkable encounter.  “Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in those holes in his hands and sides, I will not believe”.   A week later the disciples were all together.  Again, Jesus enters into their midst.  “Peace be with you”.    “Thomas – put your finger here and see my hands.  Do not doubt.  Believe.”          “My Lord and My God!”

Jesus looks at him and says,  “You believed because you have seen.  Blessed are those who have not seen and yet believed.”


Are there any John Irving fans here?  He wrote The World According to Garp, Cider House Rules, A Prayer for Owen Meany, A Widow for a Year, and many other books.  A Prayer for Owen Meany was made into a movie called  Simon Birtch.  John  is the narrator in this story.  He and Owen speak about the meaning of belief.  Owen points to the gray granite statue of Mary Magdalene that stands in the school yard.  Night is quickly falling.  In the darkness, Owen asks John if the statue is still there.  John says of course it is still there.  But Owen  keeps pushing.

“You have no doubt she is there?”

“Of course I have no doubt”.

“But you can’t see her  -  you could be wrong”.

“No I’m not wrong – she’s there, I know she’s there”.

“You absolutely know she’s there -  even though you can’t see her?”

“Yes”.

“Well now you know how I feel about God.  I can’t see him but I absolutely know he is there.”

Owen Meany is an example of the kind of faith in question in this passage of the risen Christ with the disciples.  Owen does not need to see.  He does not need signs and wonders.  He believes even though he cannot see, and orients his whole life around this belief.   

     In Luke’s version, Mary sees and speaks with Jesus in the Garden after he had risen from the dead although at first she presumes him to be the gardener.  When she sees and recognizes, only then does she believe.

The disciples see him and his woundedness when he reveals himself to them behind closed doors.  Only then do they believe.  Yet every Easter  we get down on Thomas for not having enough faith to believe without seeing.  Thomas only wanted what almost everyone else got, yet we consider his faith to be inadequate.  I am troubled by that.


Here is something else I find troubling in this narrative.  In rejecting the disciples’ good news that they have seen the Risen Christ, Thomas rebuffs the very friends with whom he has shared life.  When there is love and trust, alive and vibrant within within  community, that is a significant expression of the work of Christ in their midst.  Thomas hears what his community is saying about the resurrected Lord.  To that  he says, “Unless I see and touch those wounds for myself,  I will ever believe it.”  The eyes of the other disciples, their fingers - they are not enough.  Thus the community that Jesus had tried so hard to establish is threatened by one member’s skepticism, and unwillingness to trust and believe his brothers and sisters.  


People in the church who doubt the validity of other peoples’ faith -  People who challenge and doubt the contents of the reports of others -  People who make no effort to even consider the point of view of another -  People who out of hand reject any opinion that is different from their own -  People who find one way or another to shatter community.  When we shatter or disrupt or attack community, we attack the one who is at the center…..Christ.  All of the disciples have something for each of us to consider when it comes to:

-needing to see to believe

Thomas gives us something to consider when it comes to:

-refusing to not trust the voice of his community 


Sometimes in our lives we are able to see Christ in our midst.  Sometimes we see evidence that Christ is present.  Sometimes we keep looking, and are not able to identify if or how Christ is present.

Jesus speaks over the heads of all the disciples, to those readers who will be asked to believe even if they cannot see, “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet believe.”


In A Prayer for Owen Meany, Owen believes in God and God’s work in his life, without clear-cut evidence or proof.   Even in the dark of night he believes that statue of Mary is there and he gets the narrator John to confess that he too believes it is there, even though he cannot see it.  Owen tells him, that this is exactly how he feels about God. 


This journey as Christians, as people of faith, as God’s children, it is not a one stop shopping venture.  It is evolving.  It is ongoing.  It has moments of wonderful growth, and times of harsh set-backs.  It is a journey.  We can’t go online and order a big bucket of faith from Amazon.  It takes time, study, reflection, and living.  It takes curiosity and taking the time to wonder and imagine, and discussion.  It takes a willingness to believe in things we sometimes cannot see or taste, or touch.

God bless you on your journey

Amen
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