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Dear friends in Christ,


For those of you who are fans of the television comedy, “The Office,” you know that regional manager Michael Scott left Dunder Mifflin paper company for good this past Thursday to be with his fiancée, Holly.  The character, played by Steve Carell, was the central figure in the office for seven years.  I did watch the show fairly regularly, and I’ll probably always associate Steve Carell with Michael Scott, fairly or unfairly.         

It happens quite often, especially in the lives of celebrities, that they get labeled or thought of in a certain way because of a role they played or something that happened in their lives. I guess it’s an occupational hazard in acting.  If you’re exceptionally good in a role, people will always think of you that way.  The danger is that you become one dimensional.  Among the disciples of Jesus, this especially happened to Thomas.  He is the one that wanted to see proof of the risen Lord before he would believe, and he has forever been labeled as “ Doubting Thomas.”


That’s unfortunate, for just as there is more to the life of Steve Carrel or any celebrity than a role they play, so also Thomas was more than just a man that doubted.  I personally like Thomas, for his approach to life was a realistic one.  His was not some pie in the sky kind of faith.  He was a follower of Jesus and a believer, but it all took place in the real world of life and death, joy and sorrow. 

Remember back to John 10, how Jesus had to leave Judea and go east across the Jordan River where it was safer for him.  But then he hears that his friend Lazarus had died, a story we read just 3 weeks ago,  and he tells the disciples that he wants to return to Judea, in spite of the personal danger.  All the other disciples try and talk Jesus out of returning.  But it is Thomas, the realist, who makes the bold confession, “Let us also go, that we may die with him.”  He knew the danger.  He knew Christ and his followers could die if they went back.  But he said, “Let’s go.” That doesn’t sound like a doubter to me.  Thomas had a deep commitment, a commitment even unto death.

And in today’s lesson we have the one place in all the Gospels where the Divinity of Christ  is clearly confessed. It is interesting that the story that gives Thomas his infamous nickname, is the very story that has Thomas making this clear confession, “My Lord, and my God.”  Not  “My Lord and my teacher,” or “My Lord and my friend,” or even “My Lord and my savior,” but “My Lord and my God!” It is the only place where Jesus is called God without qualification of any kind. It is uttered by Thomas, the one unfairly known for his doubts, rather than his faith.

So Thomas is more than a doubter.  But we do have this one passage where his realism is recorded and Jesus tells him not to doubt, but to believe.  What can we learn from it?

First, it’s interesting that Jesus did not blame Thomas for doubting. Maybe that’s because what he asks for, to see the scarred hands and side of Jesus, is exactly what the other disciples saw a week earlier.  Jesus does identify Thomas’s doubt, but he does not judge him or condemn him in the process.  I think that he understood that once Thomas worked through his doubts, he would be one of the greatest witnesses to ever live. 

I believe one of the main reasons this passage of scripture made it into the Bible is to say that questions and doubts are a normal part of human life.  Even one of the disciples, Thomas, had doubts. I get rather nervous when I hear people say they never have any doubts.  The only way you would never have any doubts is if you knew every answer to all of life’s questions about life and death.  There is only one who is all-knowing, and that is God.  The rest of us are left with partial understandings, questions and sometimes, even doubt.

Poet Alfred Lloyd Tennyson once wrote: “There lives more faith in honest doubt than in half the creeds.” In other words, better to have honest, thoughtful doubt than to recite a creed without thinking. Honest doubt is real.  It’s human.  Jesus does not condemn Thomas for his honest doubt.  Nor does he condemn us.  Let’s not be afraid to admit our doubts and support one another when the way seems uncertain.  That’s one thing we can learn from this lesson about Thomas. 

So doubt is a part of life.  But it should not have the final say.  Jesus  tells Thomas, “Do not doubt, but believe.”  The challenge is to move beyond doubt, to faith.  Doubts come, but that’s not where we are to stay.  We are to have faith.  The question is, how do we do that?  How do we live by faith, knowing there will always be questions?

Well, one clue could be in the fact that Thomas is separated from the others, and misses the first appearance of Jesus to the other 10.  This leads to his doubt and skepticism, “Unless I see in his hands the print of the nails and place my finger in the mark of the nails, and place my hand in his side, I will not believe.” Had he been present the first time, with the disciples, he would not have doubted.  This is why it is so important to be part of a body of believers, a church, of some kind.  When we have the support of loving believers, we can more easily resolve our doubts. 

 In the early days of John Wesley’s ministry, the founder of the Methodist church, he was racked with doubts and uncertainties. So he went to his old friend and mentor Peter Bohler and laid his soul bare. Bohler told Wesley: “Preach faith till you have it, and then, because you have it, you will preach faith.” In other words, preach as though you have already moved passed doubt to faith and because you are acting it out it will eventually come to you.  I understand that to mean to keep believing, even in the dark times, and God will eventually bring you to faith once again.  

Like every person, I have my times of doubt.  But in their midst I hold on to faith.  God has never left me stuck in doubt, but always moved me back to faith.  Someone put it this way, “never doubt in the dark, what God has told you in the light.”  We receive all the promises of God in the light.  When the dark comes, we hold fast to those promises.  We don’t give up on them, just because it’s dark.  We trust God will once again, by those promises, lead us to the light.  And God always will.

One final thought from this lesson.  The passage also teaches that the most important things in life cannot be seen or proven.  There’s more to life than scientific proof.  Jesus says to Thomas and to us, “Have you believed because you have seen me?  Blessed are those who have not seen and yet believe.”

Not everything we experience can be conclusively proven.   How do you prove love exists? The cynic can always dismiss acts of love on your part as self serving, done to really benefit you.   How do you prove friendship?  Again a cynic might say the only reason someone enters a friendship is to use the other person for their own needs.  How do you prove faith?  A cynic would say it’s a delusion, there’s nothing really there.  

And yet we know that we cannot live healthy lives without love, friendship, and faith, things that are beyond the realm of scientific proof.  Today and every Sunday, we celebrate the Lord’s supper.  Can we prove Christ is really present in, with, and under the bread and wine?  Can we prove that as we eat and drink we receive forgiveness of sin, life, and salvation?  No, but we believe this to be true and that is enough to be renewed and refreshed by this special meal.  I’m a pretty realistic, rational person.  Thomas and I would probably get along pretty well.  But I also believe that there is more to life than we can see or prove.  To have a full, healthy understanding of life and death, you have to leave room for that which cannot be proven.  You have to leave room for the Spirit of God to move and work.  “Blessed are those who have not seen, and yet believe.”

Charles Spurgeon was a great Baptist preacher the latter part of the nineteenth century. Spurgeon writes of going to live in Newcastle England, which at that time was a very dirty industrial town. As he was looking around the house that he was thinking about renting, the landlord took him to the uppermost room and took him over to a window. “There,” he said as he pointed out the window, “over there you can see Durham Cathedral on a Sunday.” Spurgeon looked but could only see dirty, filthy air. “Sunday?” Spurgeon questioned. Why only on a Sunday? “Because,” said the landlord, “the furnaces are not working on Sunday, there is no smoke, and you can therefore see farther.”

In this world, there’s a lot of dirt and smoke that leads to doubt.  Doubt limits our vision.  Sometimes we cannot see very far.  But faith allows us to see farther.  Faith sees through and beyond the smoke to the place where God is.  If you’re a human being, you’ll have questions and doubts.  But let us not stay or get stuck there.  Let us see farther. Let us see the cathedral, the place of God.  For as we do so, we join  with believing Thomas and all the saints who confess,  “My Lord and my God!”  Amen    
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