SUNDAY 30TH APRIL 2006 – JESUS APPEARS TO THE DISCIPLES AND THOMAS

Continuing our short series of sermons on aspects of the resurrection, this morning it’s my turn!  In the gospel reading we heard about the disciples hiding behind locked doors for fear of the Jews.  And probably, underneath the fear, like a leaden weight, guilt, shame and unbearable sadness.  I wonder which of the Jews they feared most – the High Priest and the Sanhedrin who had engineered Jesus’ death?  Or the Jewish mob who had been whipped up into a frenzy of hate to shout ‘Crucify him’?  Were they also afraid of the Roman authorities who had carried out the crucifixion?

Then suddenly Jesus is in the room with them.  Not a ghostly image, nor a trick of the light but the risen Christ greeting them in the traditional way as he must have so often have done in the past, and breathing his spirit into them.  And the disciples are transformed, filled with joy.  We don’t know who was there on that occasion.  All we do know is the disciple Thomas was not.  It seems that Thomas was a sceptic and quite apart from the rumours, not even the experiences of his trusted friends were enough to convince him that Jesus had risen from the dead.  I sure he wanted to believe.  Perhaps he was just so afraid that it WOULDN’T be true, and desperately needed the evidence of his own eyes – to see, to touch, to hear for himself, before he could think the unthinkable or believe the unbelievable.

Well, he got his wish!  A week later Jesus appeared again in the room with the disciples.  This time Thomas was with them and Jesus must have known and understood how Thomas felt because he invited him to come and touch.  But Jesus’ presence alone was enough for Thomas, who acknowledges him with a new faith and insight.  When he was with them before his death, Jesus was their Master, their Teacher, even the Messiah the ‘anointed one of Israel.’  Now Thomas sees Jesus for what he really is, “my Lord and my God.”

A deep and unshakeable faith is a wonderful thing to have, and can be an inspiration to others – seed fallen into good rich soil that produces a bumper harvest.  Countless people over the centuries have had such a faith and for some it has led to martyrdom.  But there are many others whose steps of faith are taken alongside doubts, fears and dark nights of the soul – people who, at some time, feel as Thomas apparently did, that they need something they can actually get hold of.  And better that by far than a shallow-rooted pretend faith that can too easily be washed away by the storms of life’s problems and difficulties.

God doesn’t ask of us that we know everything, understand everything, believe everything before we approach him.  On the contrary he surely longs for us to turn to him WITH our doubts and perplexities.  Faith is not a prize awarded for years of church-going, bible-reading and good behaviour, it is a gift.  Thomas got his answer not because he believed but because he wanted to believe.  The man on the cross beside Jesus had his promise of paradise not for his piety or knowledge of the scriptures but because he took that one small step of faith.

Perhaps we sometimes forget that in all the accounts of the resurrection, the witnesses started out with the conviction that Jesus was dead and gone.  They didn’t find it easy to believe that he could possibly be risen and they didn’t always recognise him when they saw him.  In Old Testament times the Jews didn’t believe in a life after death as such, but that souls existed in a vague, shadowy, joyless sort of place called Sheol.  Yet despite a history of captivity and defeat, they continued to be convinced that they were God’s own people who would, one day, be a great and free nation, and this gradually developed into belief in another world or life when ‘on the last day’ God would sweep away the old world and create a ‘new Jerusalem’ and all the dead would rise again to live this new life.  At the raising of Lazarus, described in St John’s gospel, Jesus tells Martha that her brother will rise again and Martha replies “I know that he will rise again in the resurrection on the last day.”  So this appearance of the risen Jesus was something altogether different from that resurrection ‘on the last day.’  It was a step into the unknown for them, as much as it is for us.

But belief in the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead has never been an optional extra tacked on to the Christian faith.  It was from the first, and is still, at the absolute heart of it.  Of course the church has struggled and will continue to struggle to find God’s truth and, sadly, many cruel acts have been committed in its name – it is made up of very fallible human beings, but I find it unbelievable that 2,000 years of that faith, of goodness and sacrifice spread to every corner of the globe, could have been built on a tissue of lies, or on a few people seeing a ghost, or on someone making a mistake in that Jesus had never actually died.  But I DO think that ‘faith’ (in the resurrection) comes not so much through trying to take hold of the concept of it – to examine it, analyse it and so hope to understand it.  How can we analyse what we don’t know, or understand what remains largely beyond human understanding?  But rather by letting it take hold of us.

Jesus said to Martha “I am the resurrection and the life.  Those who believe in me, even though they die, will live and everyone who lives and believes in me will never die.”  If that is so, then neither life nor death can separate us from him.  After death we will be in a new relationship with God, and all those who have ‘gone before us’, through our union with Christ – not subject to whatever may be our experience of life now, but whole and complete as God meant us to be in the fulfilment of life with him.

But, like those first disciples, we are surely also called to experience the resurrection in our lives now, by allowing the presence of the risen Christ to transform us as it did them, so that we have the courage to step out in faith to live and work to his praise and glory and to acknowledge him as our Lord and our God.  

