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After Jesus has appeared to Mary in the garden, he goes to the room where the rest of his disciples are holed up. And they’re afraid. The writer doesn’t tell us whether Mary had got to them yet to tell them the news that he was risen, but I’m guessing she had. And even so, they are scared.

And suddenly Jesus appears, despite the locked doors, and they can see the wounds in his hands and his side. And he says “Peace be with you”. And they believe.

But one disciple was missing. Thomas wasn’t there when Jesus came back. However, Thomas eventually arrives and all the other disciples tell him Jesus was just here. I’ll bet they even said to him something like, “Thomas, you just won’t believe this!”

And he doesn’t. Thomas tells them, “Unless I see it for myself, and can touch his wounds, I won’t believe.”

Have you ever wondered how Thomas must have felt right then? Were his friends pranksters, maybe, and he thought they were playing a very sick joke on him? Or were they telling the truth, and if so, why hadn’t Jesus stayed around for him to see him too? All he knew was that the other ten remaining disciples were in on something, and he wasn’t.
But the next week, he is there again. He’s with them, and he still hasn’t seen Jesus. And all of a sudden the same thing happens. Jesus appears and tells Thomas to put his hands on his, and feel the wounds from the nails.  And he does. And he believes.

We think of faith and doubt as opposites. But that’s not really true. Faith and apathy are more opposite than faith and doubt. Indeed, doubt is often a key part of the journey of faith. It’s a stop along the way that most of us make more than once. And when we find ourselves there, it’s not an indication of us being disbelievers. It’s a sign that we are taking our relationship with God seriously enough that we are letting ourselves be honest, and we are letting ourselves start a journey without knowing exactly sure where we are going.

Thomas was like that. As much as he is “doubting Thomas”, he’s also known to millions as Saint Thomas. Christian tradition holds that he set sail for India and was the first to spread the Christian faith there. And if you go to India today, St. Thomas is the one who didn’t just doubt, but who believed, and who helped others to do so as well.

But what about you and me? Doubting Thomas may have become a saint, but what hope is there for me, or for you?

I was reading a story recently about a woman in her 30’s who one day had this overwhelming spiritual experience. She knew God was present, and she felt God calling her to do something new, and scary, and hard. And she felt God so clearly that day, that she couldn’t deny it. It’s the sort of spiritual experience most of us want. The moment of clarity. 

The young woman did go out, and for the next 50 years she did amazing things. But inside she doubted. She wrestled with faith. She had what Christian writers for centuries have called a “dark night of the soul”. Sometimes she even questioned the existence of God. Her lack of faith bothered her.

The other disciples might have called her, “Doubting Theresa”. But you and I know her as Mother Theresa, the woman whose life many call saint-like. I used to see pictures of her and think, “She just must be holy. So full of faith. She must be so certain of what she is doing.” But in the last few years, we’ve learned that wasn’t the case. She was like us. And she was like Thomas.

Doubt and uncertainty can be what shakes us up. Doubt can be a sign not of the absence of God, but of God working in us to do something new.

And how does he work?  Well, let’s think about the parting of the Red Sea and how we have a block-buster film version in our heads where Moses lifted his arms and you could see across to the other side. The reality, I suspect, was more like this: the people put one foot into the water, tentatively, and the waters rolled back a little. And then they put another foot down, and the waters rolled back more. And so on, and so on, until they found they had safely reached the other shore. It’s the same with doubt. You won’t see to the other shore. And you don’t have to. God is already there. And God is with you in the waters. There’s a parallel there for us at St Stephen’s.  
As the Gospel of John reminds us in the story of doubting Thomas, the risen Christ they encountered still bore the marks of the wounds of his suffering and crucifixion.  

To different degrees and in different ways we are all wounded people.    Sometimes we are the victims of others’ wickedness or even of chance.  We all know what it is to experience loss, to suffer the breakdown of relationships, to be anxious about the future, to live with ill-health and disability of various kinds.  Human life is very wounded. 

It is, therefore, a sign of hope and of new life, that the risen Lord carries in his own body the marks of his wounds.  There is a deep mystery here.  Transformed and fresh life in the resurrection did not mean an end to the scars of the cross.  So often we see in the faces of others the marks of suffering and we catch a glimpse of hope and of life beyond the wounds of living.  That is what the resurrection is all about. 

Our resurrection, in the here and now, is a winding road of mystery and surprise that begins in a garden, and proceeds through Jesus’ death and resurrection into the final glorious City of God where we are told:-

    See, the home of God is among mortals.

    He will dwell with them;

    They will be his peoples,

    And God himself will be with them;

    He will wipe away every tear from their eyes.

    Death will be no more,

    Mourning and crying and pain will be no more,

    For the first things have passed away.

    Rev 21:3 and 4

And the one who was seated on the throne said, “See, I am making all things new”.

May that be so for us.  +
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