A Sermon for the Second Sunday of Easter

I admit to having rather a lot of sympathy for Thomas. “Doubting Thomas” has been
used as a pejorative term, and it arose from the depiction of the exchange between
Jesus and Thomas in the passage from the Gospel according to John that we heard
today.

It carries a connotation that doubt is a negative thing, and something to be avoided at
all costs. It might even make us think that times of doubt are indicators of spiritual
weakness, or a sign of a crisis of faith. Yet the truth is far less clear-cut. As always, we
are working in shades of grey, rather than black and white.

But I should start at the beginning of the Gospel passage; before Thomas enters the
scene. The disciples are in the house. The doors are locked, and they have gathered in
fear and are keeping a low profile. They were probably trying to figure out what to do,
and whether they were safe, given all that had happened to Jesus at the hands of the
Roman authorities. Their fear is understandable. Their desire to hide is reasonable.

And then Jesus stands among them and offers words of peace. He also shows them
proof that he is alive and with them, showing them his hands and his side. “Then the
disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord.” He then blesses them, sends them out into
the world empowered by the Holy Spirit, and gives them a ministry of absolution. “If
you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they
are retained.”

As a brief aside - Jesus gives his disciples an immense and wonderful responsibility
with these words. They are empowered to absolve people of their sins. This is an
important gift by which people are able to understand and embrace the love and mercy
of God, as expressed by absolution. Absolution of our sins allows us to acknowledge
our faults and errors, to express our sorrow at the hurt and harm we have caused, and
to commit ourselves to change for the better, with God’s help. It is an important part of
the expression of our faith, and our ongoing commitment to life by God’s
commandments to love our neighbours, and ourselves.

This is a profoundly important encounter. And Thomas misses it! He’s not there. And
when he comes back and hears all about it, one can only imagine his sense of
disappointment in being absent for the visit.

So when the disciples say to him, “We have seen the Lord” I think it’s reasonable that
Thomas wants to have seen what they saw, and to have spoken with Jesus too. He



wants to have that precious interaction with the Jesus he knew, followed, and believed
in.

And a week later, he did. Jesus comes and offers words of peace to the disciples once
more. Thomas is there and witnesses this all for himself. Then Jesus speaks directly to
Thomas, offering him the chance to do exactly what he requested, to touch his hands
and his side, and to believe that he is risen.

Thomas responds with a powerful declaration: “My Lord and my God!”. This is a
wonderful expression of faith, and to my mind, far outweigh any moment of doubt that
he may have had. And after all, doubt is a natural part of faith.

We all have moments in our spiritual journeys where our belief ebbs and flows. There
are times when it is easy for us to perceive God’s presence with us, and times when it is
harder. I believe that God is always there with us, it is simply a question of whether we
have the willingness to see and understand at that moment. And we should not
criticise ourselves for our moments of doubt; no, they are entirely human and part of
the journey of faith. What we can try to do, is use these as moments to trust, be still,
and remember that God’s ways are mysterious, and can never be fully understood -
and that is actually something wonderful, rather than something to be frustrated by.

And then there are Jesus’ concluding words to the disciples in this passage. “Blessed
are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.” It is easy to see these words
as comfort and encouragement to those who never met Jesus during his earthly
ministry, and certainly John's initial audience would have resonated with those words
as they read them all those millennia ago. They are also encouraging for us.

Because we believe without having been able to encounter the living Jesus, without
having walked at the time and in the specific places that he walked. But we believe,
and we trust, and we hope, because we have heard all that he did, and we find value in
all that he taught.

So I won’t condemn Thomas for all that he asks. Ultimately, I admire him for his

wonderful proclamation, “My Lord and my God!”, which is offered without hesitation
and is a profound assertion of belief. May we all, if we ever were to encounter Christ

and realise who he is, be able to say those words to him.
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