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Acts 4:32-35, Psalm 133, 1 John 1:1-2:2, John 20:19-31

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


George Phillips of Meridian, Mississippi was going up to bed when his wife told him that he’d left the light on in the garden shed, which she could see from the bedroom window.  George opened the back door to go turn off the light, but saw that there were people in the shed stealing things.


He phoned the police who asked, “Is someone in your house?”  


He said, “No!”


Then they said, “All patrols are busy.  You should lock your doors, and an officer will be along when one is available.”


George replied, “Okay.”  He hung up the phone and counted to 30.  Then he phoned the police again. “Hello, I just called you a few seconds ago because there were people stealing things from my shed.  Well, you don’t have to worry about them now because I just shot them,” and he hung up.


Within five minutes, six police cars, a SWAT team, a helicopter, two fire trucks, a paramedic, and an ambulance showed up at the Phillip’s residence, and caught the burglars red-handed.


One of the policemen said to George, “I thought you said that you shot them!”


To which George replied, “I thought you said there was nobody available!”


Thanks to Jan With for the opening reportedly true story.  


I  wonder if  Thomas in today’s resurrection gospel from John  felt a little like Mr. Phillips when he returned to the other disciples and discovered that they had seen Jesus? Today’s gospel creates a time warp for us.   Because even though chronologically in our lives, it is a week after Easter, this gospel begins on Easter night.  And for some reason Thomas is not present with the others who are “behind locked doors for fear of the Jews.” Then Jesus arrives and blesses them with peace and then reminiscent of the Book of Genesis when God breathes life into Adam, Jesus breathes the Holy Spirit upon the disciples.   When Thomas returns,  I imagine that it was obvious that something had happened, but Thomas needs to see and touch in order to believe.   


Fast forward a week.. the disciples are again in the house, this time behind closed instead of locked doors.  Jesus arrives, and Thomas believes.


If I were to mention the names of certain disciples to you and asked you to write down the first word that comes into your mind, it is doubtful that many of you would come up with similar words.  If I were to mention the name of Judas, for example, many of you would write down “ betray,” but not all of you. If I were to mention Peter, some of you might write “faith”.  But when I mention the word Thomas, there is little question about the word most everyone would write down.  It would be the word “doubt.”  Indeed, so closely have we associated Thomas with this word, that we have coined a phrase to describe him: “Doubting Thomas.”


What we don’t remember about Thomas is when  Jesus turned his face toward Jerusalem, the disciples thought it would be certain death for all of them.  But it was Thomas who said: “Then let us go, so that we may die with him.”   Unfortunately history has remembered Thomas for this scene where the resurrected Christ made an appearance to the disciples in a home in Jerusalem.  Thomas was not present and when he heard about the event, he refused to believe it.   Maybe he was the forerunner of modern day cynicism.  Maybe the news simply sounded too good to be true.  Thomas said; “Unless I feel the nail prints in his hands, I will not believe.”


Now I can’t help but notice that in the Easter evening event Thomas has separated himself from the rest of the disciples and therefore, in his solitude, missed the resurrection appearance.  I believe that one of the things that John’s gospel might be suggesting to us that Christ often appears within the community of believers that we call the church, when we separate ourselves from the church, we take a chance on missing Christ’s unique presence.  


But the story doesn’t end there.  The second time Jesus made his appearance, Thomas was present with the disciples and this time he too witnesses the event.  This time he believed.  What can we learn from the story of Thomas for our own spiritual journeys?   Because I see that there is  an incredible reservoir of good news here.  First Jesus can move us from fear to faith even from behind locked doors.   Secondly Jesus doesn’t blame Thomas for his doubt. And thirdly we learn that if we move from fear and doubt to belief, then we like the disciples can be willing recipients of Jesus words, “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.”


First fear to faith…. Did you notice how this gospel passage begins?  It is Easter night and the disciples are behind locked doors for fear of the Jews.   The disciples, with a few exceptions, had been noticeably absent since Jesus was arrested. For they were convinced that they would be next to experience arrest and crucifixion.  They, in essence were terrified.  Notice Jesus appears to them even though the doors are locked.  That suggests to me that when our hearts are locked with fear like those doors were,  that Jesus can come in and bring peace and empowerment just like he does on this first Easter night.  If, of course, we are willing to accept him as the disciples do. 


Jesus doesn’t say as he comes through the door,  “Where were you when I needed you?  When it came down to the wire, the only thing you were interested in was saving your own skins.”  Most of us, having been betrayed or fearful for far less than Jesus was, wouldn’t dream of darkening the door of those who had hurt us.   Our attitude would probably be, “Forget them!”  

 But Jesus, despite all, brings welcoming peace, welcoming Shalom.  And the disciples receive the holy acceptance of  Shalom, reconciliation, wholeness of relationship, harmony, blessedness and the peace that passes understanding.  Did the disciples deserve or motivate this holy acceptance?  Of course not.  But Jesus’s actions are based on God’s limitless love for us,  And in the light and warmth of that acceptance, that blessing, the disciples can accept themselves in spite of their fallenness. 


 We too, can be recipients of that Shalom.   Particularly when our hearts are locked because of fear, Jesus can come in.   We don’t even have to invite him, we just have to welcome him once he is in.   So the way from fear to faith as modeled in this passage from John’s gospel is through the Shalom of Christ’s presence.  Next time we are fearful, we might remember that Christ can come through that fear and bring Shalom.

Secondly Jesus doesn’t blame Thomas for his doubt.  I find hope in that.  Jesus simply returns the next week and offers Thomas the proof that he needs.   Jesus doesn’t castigate Thomas for his doubt, he simply offers his hands and his feet. Jesus says, “ Put your finger here and see my hands.  Reach out your hand and put it in my side.  Do not doubt but believe.”  And Thomas, having seen the evidence, has no need to touch.  He simply offers a profound act of  belief, “My Lord and my God.”  For us as well, Jesus is offering to substitute belief for doubt and reassures us that we will be blessed for that. “Have you believed because you have seen me?  Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.”  And each time we doubt, Jesus in his patience offers us the reassurance of belief.   Doubting is human.   Jesus understands that and models the limitless love of the divine offering of  belief as a anecdote to doubt.  

Sister Penelope writes about the resurrection experience in her book entitled The Wood.  “The appearances of the risen Lord were visions in the  most complete sense; there was the outward perception by the sense and there was inward understanding and mission… Imagine, for example, a world peopled entirely with intelligent caterpillars, a world in which turning to a chrysalis had always meant the end of life.   Imagine a few of its inhabitants suddenly confronted with one of themselves, whom they knew to be quite recently pupated, in the form of a butterfly!  Imagine further that the butterfly says to them, “As I am, so shall you be!  Go, tell!  Then you have some idea of the Apostolic experience.”

Acceptance is a significant part of this Easter story—but it is not the whole story.   The disciples are freed not only from guilt and alienation. The disciples are freed and empowered FOR ministry. Acceptance is followed by empowerment.  But power for what?  They are sent to be Jesus in the world. “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.”  The breath of the Holy Spirit passes from the Lord’s lips and falls upon the disciples to rebirth them as agents of God.  Without the power there is nothing.   Without the engracing empowerment of the Spirit, the disciple can not be the Christ-agent for the world.  

            Some of you may be thinking… well I am safe then from being Christ’s agent in the world, because I  am not ordained,  and I don’t remember receiving that Holy Spirit.   Surprise!   If you are baptized, you have received that empowerment of the Holy Spirit.   That is what Caper Lynn will receive in a few moments in her baptism, her adoption into Christ’s family.   And that is where community is so important because through the community of believers we can see Christ’s gifts in each other.   Perhaps we can not see the gifts we each have  to be Jesus’s ambassadors in the world.  But if we think about it, we can see the gifts of other believers and help them to see them as well.  So the third idea that I see in this gospel is that as a community we can help individuals move from fear and doubt, to belief and acceptance by sharing the limitless love of God that we see in each other.


A story is told about Winston Churchill’s funeral.  He had planned his funeral in advance.  The service took place at St. Paul’s Cathedral. Churchill included  many of the great hymns of the church and the eloquent Anglican liturgy.  At his direction,  after the benediction, a bugler, positioned in the dome of St. Paul’s played “Taps,” the universal signal that says the day is over.   But then came the dramatic turn;  As Churchill instructed, as soon as Taps was finished, another buglar played “Reveille.”  It’s time to get up,  It’s time to get up.  It’s time to get up in the morning.  That was Churchill’s testimony that at the end of our lives,  we will wake up to the hope of a new and resurrected morning.   That is our belief as Easter people.


The story of “Doubting Thomas” is one of undeniable hope.   Jesus replaces the locked doors of fear with Shalom and the empowerment of the Holy Spirit.   Jesus replaces doubt with belief.  But this gospel is not just about acceptance, it is about empowerment to change the world.   The disciples became apostles on this first Easter Eve.  They went from being followers of Jesus to those who are sent which is what the word “apostle” means.   Because  the gospels are written so that “We may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing, we may have life in his name.”

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen


