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The Resurrection of Thomas
Looking back over the last four Gospel passages that I’ve been randomly given to reflect upon; I’ve noticed
some common elements threading through the selected stories. First, they are all set indoors with close
family, friends, and followers present. These settings are also highly charged with new relationship dynamics
and fully loaded with lots of opportunities for sensory-emotional engagement…..to the extreme. No wonder I
like talking about this stuff! So, just to review, we've previously been in synagogue to hear Jesus’ kick-off
message in the presence of his closest family, friends, and assorted enemies. We've also been present for
Mary's anointing of Jesus, to smell the sacred perfume wafting through the house. And we have witnessed
the Last Supper and tasted God’s goodness at the First Communion table. Now today’s reading follows the
pattern as we return to ‘the hideout’ to touch the risen Christ through his surprising visitations.
Today I hope to focus on how honest and open inquiry can lead to real-love responses that meet both
individual and community needs.
Let’s start by exploring the leading character in this story, Brother Thomas. Did you know? When the Apostles
were dispersed from Jerusalem to various parts of the known world, Thomas and his followers are believed to
have been the primary missionary outreach of the gospel to India. Thomas is considered the Patron Saint of
the Christian movement in India to this day. And, well, that’s about it for any personal information or history
of dear brother Thomas. Because his Gospel is neither about himself or history it doesn't help us fill in any
gaps…at least not gaps of this kind.
Here it is important for us to notice that only in John's gospel does Thomas become more than just a name on
the list of disciples. John brings Thomas to life for us by sharing a few descriptive anecdotes that, for better or
for worse, will personalize the name, Thomas, In perpetuity.
Thomas is portrayed by John as a brave one who expresses willingness to travel with Jesus into dangerous
territory, and even to die protecting him. Thomas is the one who isn't afraid to ask the hard questions that
others can’t seem to express, Like, “Where are you really going, Jesus?” Thomas is a man of practical concerns
who has likely grown accustomed to being a lone voice on some opinionated issues. We all know Thomas
look-alikes, don't we? Ya gotta love em. Assuming all of this conjecture is even close to target, Thomas
doesn't sound like the type who would miss a meeting on the evening of Jesus' resurrection day!
So, what is the backstory around the strange absence of Thomas at a critical time for gathering together in
shared bewilderment, grief, and fear? What was he doing? Was Thomas perhaps more lost in grief than
those gripped with fear behind locked doors? Or maybe he was out searching for Jesus after hearing Mary’s
troubling reports. I can imagine a litany of questions: Couldn’t Jesus have just waited until Thomas got
there? Did Jesus intentionally exclude Thomas? Will Jesus ever reappear? Will there be another chance for
Thomas?
This is one of those gospel stories I like to pretend with, as if I was somewhere in the middle of the action. Of
course it is impossible to imagine any truly analogous situation; but I suppose all of us have once faced a

difficult decision with prayerful discernment, only to regret the very action we had tried to handle with such
thoughtful care. On a very small scale, here’s another possible way to relate: Let's say I decide not to attend a
concert or a service for no particular good reason and then later hear reports that something phenomenal
occured in the music or the word that was so extraordinary no one could ever hope to describe, much less
repeat it. I would have spent weeks feeling shame for my failure of discernment, for missing the boat, and
blame God for neglecting to include me! I can imagine the week following the first visitation was pretty
awkward for Thomas and the others, and he likely experienced some distancing from the brotherhood. After
all, the other disciples wouldn’t have been able to talk about anything else, and Thomas had already made it
excruciatingly clear that he would not even consider the validity of the appearance until his outlandish criteria
are met.
Thomas speaks the truth of his needs. Previously, he is the bold voice questioning the Master Jesus about the
obvious fact that they cannot find their way to an unknown destination. But instead of earning notice for his
bravery and boldness, it appears Thomas will forever be negatively identified as ‘the Doubter’ because of his
infamously honest questioning.
Commentator Candace Simpson asks, “What is it about Christianity that makes questioning authority so
taboo? If you open any children's Bible, Thomas gets called "Doubting Thomas." He's not "Curious Thomas,"
"Scientific Experiment Thomas, spreadsheet and pie chart Thomas," or even "Cautious Thomas.” I think we
have to assume that the virtues of doubting are not typically taught in catechisms or seminaries. However,
honest inquiring discourse and respectful argumentation are long-standing traditions deeply embedded in our
shared Jewish roots. Where would any of us be today if no one ever questioned the hasty assumptions of
others?
Princeton Professor, Elaine Pagel, describes in her book “Beyond Belief” how Thomas is made to stand out in
his disbelief from all the other disciples. He does not accept their witness to an experience which he
apparently has not had. He wants a personal experience and a physical demonstration. Resurrection cannot be
hearsay for him. He will come to believe in Jesus only when he is able to see the evidence for himself….and he
insists on touching the wounds.
This dramatic intimate exchange brings us quickly to the punch line of the story. In fact, Amy Hunter states in
her commentary that Thomas’ answer, "My Lord and My God!" is the High Point of John's entire Gospel. When
Thomas gets it, he really gets it. No one else had demonstrated such risky devotion by clearly naming Jesus as
God. Thomas holds out for an experience of Jesus on his own terms, and only then does he make a statement
of faith. Thomas has to make this personal connection with Jesus for himself. Mary can't experience the
resurrected Jesus for the disciples, and the disciples can't experience Jesus for Thomas. Mary's experience of
meeting Jesus in the garden cannot keep the disciples from hiding out in a bolted room, and Thomas is no
more a doubter than the other disciples and us. It is faith, not doubt, that holds out for one's own experience
of Christ.
As for the Gospel of Thomas, I have only read through it a few times, and I find it sort of like an esoteric
circular puzzle of random sayings and stories of Jesus. It is in the tradition of collected wisdom sayings, like the
book of Proverbs, but it portrays an Eastern mystical understanding of the nature of Jesus. As bishop Spong
points out in his book, “The Fourth Gospel: Tales of a Jewish Mystic”; [since] ‘the book of Thomas is neither
dogmatic nor Creedal, it was not useful in the theological battles that marked the first 300 years of Christian
history and which chose the gospel accounts to include in our current scriptural library of the Bible.

However…We know the disciples of Jesus will not be recognized by their accurate recitation of dogmatic
creeds. Jesus previously said that his followers will be known by the love they have to give and by the freedom
they achieve. Freedom that will enable them to give their lives away in love to others. John closes his gospel
with words that make certain that this point is clear: "Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the
disciples that are not in this book; but these are written that you might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the son
of God, and believing you might have life in his name. "To have life….not to become religious, not to achieve
moral purity, not to win the contest to gain doctrinal orthodoxy, but to have a life. That is the function of the
Christ.” Bishop Spong
I sure do love the compassionate understanding that Jesus demonstrates to Thomas. No blame or
embarrassment, only blessings for all who come to believe regardless of which human sensory channel is
being used. Neither the faith nor the doubt of the disciples could ever alter the reality of Jesus' new-found
eternal life, for it is the very Life and Breath of our Beloved God Here in our midst.

Amen.

