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I have always felt a felt a deep kinship with Thomas.  

I will admit to you that “belief” especially “religious belief” has never come easy 

for me. I’m a questioner by nature. I resist even resent being told what I should or 

must believe in order to be saved.  

I mistrust those who seem to believe glibly- in order to belong, or to avoid 

anxiety, or to escape the rigors of thinking and arguing about what and why they 

believe as they do.  

Also, I like evidence.  

I don’t have to see in order to believe but I strongly prefer it. 

So, you have my confession, I am a “Doubting Thomas”. 

 

And, this why I find this text reassuring and edifying in several ways: 

First, I admire Thomas’ willingness to be honest about his doubt in the face of his 

friends’ excitement and certainty.  

This could not have been easy. He was as shattered and in need of consolation 

as they were. I doubt that he took pleasure in being the odd man out while others 

were celebrating new hope. 

Secondly, I am moved by the fact that he and his friends stayed together instead of 

splitting apart because of their strong differences. Apparently their little church was not 

one that required everyone to believe alike about Jesus.  

Before his crucifixion Jesus had charged his disciples to love each other as he 

loved them. He said people will know they are Christians by the way they love 

one another. 
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 In this case, they loved one another enough to accept each other’s doubts-even 

about something as central to our faith as Jesus’ resurrection.  

Sadly, too many churches divide over issues far, far less important.  

A loving church can only be one that is safe enough for people to be different, to 

think freely, to ask questions, and express their most troubling doubts about 

things that matter.  

Next, it is clear that Jesus did not condemn or ridicule Thomas for his doubt. Instead he 

returned to engage and meet him where he was.  

He even invited him to see and touch the wounds of terror that maim and kill but 

which God will not allow to extinguish the love of Christ in and for this world.  

Our faith is one that hinges on this great “in spite of”. 

 In spite of the reality of injustice and death because of Jesus we believe in  

love’s ultimate triumph over all that hurts and destroys in this world. 

And it is often only in spite of real doubt that we can embrace this.  

Faith and honest doubt are not opposites but bear an intimate relationship to one 

another.  

We are only worried by doubt when it relates to something that really makes a 

difference to us. So, Thomas’ doubt was in proportion to how much Jesus truly 

mattered to him.  

Paul Tillich said that “faith is the state of being ultimately concerned”i about something. 

For Thomas being a follower of Jesus had become a matter of ultimate concern. 

He had staked his life on it and how could he not have doubt about what this 

meant in the shadow of the crucifixion?  

He did not see Jesus when the other disciples did and yet he remained with 

them---in spite of doubt and disbelief. One could even wonder whose faith was 

really stronger his or theirs.  

Maybe this is why Jesus showed so much compassion for him. And after all, did 

not even Jesus cry out from cross “My God, My God why hast thou forsaken me? 

Still even as Jesus loved Thomas despite his doubt, he went on to point out to him 

another important lesson about faith.  
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Many times the evidence of Jesus’ resurrection is not clear for us to see. 

In fact, the world we actually see and experience often makes the promised 

fulfillment of God’s love, justice and peace seem a childish wish. It is wonderful 

when “seeing and believing” come together as they did for the first disciples.    

But deep enduring faith cannot stand on the necessity of evidence we can 

always see and touch—at least not easily.  

Enduring faith has a tenacity for believing in promises worth trusting and keeping 

even when they lay beyond the horizons of our sight.  

Therefore enduring faith is often the affirmation of some hope or belief in spite of 

genuine doubt and uncertainty.   

That is what Jesus means when he says, “Blessed are those who have not seen 

and yet have come to believe.’  

And it is what St. Paul means when he writes [Hebrews 11:1]:  “Now faith is the 

assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. 

 

Now, in my work as a church consultant it’s hard not notice how much doubt there is 

even among Christians about the future of the church today. 

Much of it is represented by the obvious difference in attendance between Easter 

and the dozens of Sundays that follow until Christmas Eve. 

Even more of concern is the difference in attendance between this year’s Easter 

Sunday in most churches and what many of us remember 30-40 years ago. 

The widely quoted Pew Research Study on Religion in America seems to confirm our 

fears about the declining influence of mainline denominations like ours in American 

society noting that the percentage of people who are willing to declare themselves 

‘unaffiliated’ with any religious group –the so-called ‘nones’ has now risen to 20% 

Of more concern are the 80% who claim faith affiliation but are largely absent 

from churches most Sundays-- for surely otherwise they would be full! 

 

So if seeing and believing in numbers is what matters most, those who question the 

relevance and vitality of Christ’s church today are hard to argue with. 
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But I wonder if this is what we are really meant to focus on. 

It’s wrong to pretend that numbers don’t matter.  

But frankly the complaining and blaming I hear going on in many churches about 

is sounding increasingly this narrow minded to me and in danger of becoming a 

self-fulfilling prophesy. 

Besides, if you want an example of a church that really had reason for existential doubt, 

what about the Christians in our text? 

Think of it:  

 Their leader crucified; 

 Their numbers scattered; 

 Gone were the big crowds where miraculous preaching and healings took place; 

 Gone were the children clamoring for Jesus attention; 

There were not even tall steeples and great cathedrals to remind them of the 

“glory days” --and yet they believed;. 

They believed and ‘in spite of’ all that seemed lost, they pulled together and they 

went on following Jesus: 

…Bringing good news to the poor. 

…Proclaiming release to the captives 

   and recovery of sight to the blind, 

   and justice for the oppressed  

 Proclaiming in short that in spite of everything the kingdom of God is in sight. 

[Luke 4] 

 

So, instead of whining so much about the great demise of the church we have known 

and found ourselves comfortable in for so long perhaps we should be following the early 

churches’ example. 

Listen to Luke’s description of early church life in the Book of Acts [Acts 4:32-35]: 

:Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and soul, and no 

one claimed private ownership of any possessions, but everything they owned 

was held in common.  
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With great power the apostles gave their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord 

Jesus, and great grace was upon them all.  

There was not a needy person among them, for as many as owned lands or 

houses sold them and brought the proceeds of what was sold. They laid it at the 

apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to each as any had need.  

Perhaps instead of looking for success in numbers we should be looking for more ways 

of emulating examples like that. 

A little over a year ago I accepted an invitation to be part of a group from our Presbytery 

concerned about the plight of Palestinian Christians.  

We were to attend a conferenceii on middle-east conflict in Jerusalem and visit 

with people affected by it.  

I felt privileged by this invitation and keenly aware of my naiveté about this 

terrible and complex conflict.  

I also suspected [rightly] that it would involve discomforts that would expose my 

latent sense of privilege and entitlement.  

But what I feared most about accepting this invitation was returning from this trip 

feeling more hopeless than when I left—overwhelmed by the tragic situation of 

those I would meet.  

I was prepared for surprises but I did not expect to be so surprised by the hope—the 

resurrection hope I witnessed on this trip!  

For the Christians I met in Palestine were an incredibly resilient and optimistic 

group in spite of the long night of conflict and oppressive occupation that still has 

no end in sight.  

They reminded me of St. Paul’s definition of Christian resiliency: 

We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to 

despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; always 

carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be 

made visible in our bodies.”   II Corinthians 4: 7-10  

Many images and conversations come to mind especially from our visits in and around 

Bethlehem.   
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Our guideiii was a distinguished geneticist who taught at Duke and Yale 

Universities in the US before deciding to return to Bethlehem to promote “hope 

and empowerment” to the young generation of Palestinians he believes can 

make a better world.  

He took us to several sites that brought the present indignities and hardships 

faced by our hosts into sharp focus.  

They were even more disturbing to see than I imagined. 

But then he took us to the Al-Rowwad Children’s Theater Center in Aida Refugee 

Campiv where he serves as a board member.  

This amazing educational center focuses on helping children and women 

express and develop themselves through training in the creative and performing 

arts.  

One project teaches young people to produce video documentaries that not only 

help them process trauma but also express their amazing creative talents and 

hopes for the future.  

After watching one of these videos someone asked Professor Mazin Qumsiyeh if he 

really believed that better days were at hand for the children and women of Palestine.  

To my surprise his strong response was one of confidence and determination to 

help young people be ready to take their place in the new era he believes is 

coming.  

In the meantime, he said their parents do not want these children to grow up 

believing they are only victims. They don’t want them growing up addicted to 

bitter hate and violence.  

They want them to grow up expecting a bright future and ready take up roles as 

builders, educators, artists, politicians and innovators.  

And Mazin like many of the other Palestinian Christians we met are positively 

committed to this project in spite of daily struggles that might make their efforts 

seem meaningless. 

I have stayed in touch with Mazin and remain inspired by his faith and his work. 

His latest project with Bethlehem University is creating a Museum of Natural 

History to document and help preserve the biodiversity of the land of Palestine 

that is threatened among other things by the continued building and expansion of 

illegal Israeli settlements. v 
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It occurred to me while reading an update on this yesterday that he is building a 

kind of Ark—Mazin’s Ark—in the amazing and sure hope that when-not if- the 

current conflict is peacefully resolved people will have the knowledge and 

resources they need to restore that beautiful land. 

This is what Jesus means when he says: “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet 

have come to believe.’  

I saw more of this “resurrection hope” on the last day of our visit.  

It began with a moving worship service at the Lutheran Church of the Ascension 

on the Mount of Olives followed by prayers at a baptism site on the Jordan River.  

Yes, I got to put my hand in that ancient, holy river! 

The day ended in Jericho with a celebratory gathering of hundreds of Palestinian 

Christians from all over the region.  

They came to share their common faith, their common history and their common 

commitment to the non-violent pursuit of peace and justice in the Holy lands.  

It was a truly joyous celebration that bore witness to both the nearness and 

distance of that dream. 

 

I have returned from this journey feeling that I have seen and touched the wounds and 

life of Christ in these people. 

 

I am also mindful that no one has to travel half way around the world to have such 

experiences. 

There are people and communities of faith doing amazing things all around us in 

spite of little if any immediate, visible evidence that their efforts are already 

bringing in the reign of God on this earth. 

 

Because of this I have less doubt about the future of Christ’s church.  

I do wonder what it might take for more of us to focus more of the time on 

matters that are of “ultimate concern” instead of those that distract and obscure 

our vision. 
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I suspect for most of us it will take looking and probing more boldly Jesus encounters 

we regularly miss. 

 

For In the end, Doubting Thomas proves more faithful and courageous than most 

believers in his insistence on seeing and putting his hand through the wounds of Christ. 

The truth is, most of the 80% of believers the Pew folks counted would just as soon look  

away. 

 

But if you like Thomas want to see the wounds of Christ, 

If you want to touch them and put your hands through them,  

There are people and communities in which you can see those wounds and 

touch and even bind them. 

 

And if you want to see the light of Jesus’ resurrection hope and promise, there are 

people and communities in whom you can see and be led by that light as well. 

They aren’t hard to find even here among us if like Thomas we have the courage to 

question, to doubt, to see, to touch and believe. 

 

SEE: 

http://vimeo.com/86118738 

Middle East Conflict Part One: 

Witness Tour of the West Bank. Guest is Zandra Maffett of the Valley Forge 
Presbyterian Church 

http://vimeo.com/102767142 

Middle East Conflict Part Two - Presbyterian Church divests from Israeli companies. 

Guest is Rev. Wally Fletcher 

 

http://vimeo.com/86118738
http://vimeo.com/102767142
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i Tillich, Paul. 1957. Dynamics of Faith. New York: Harper &Row. 
ii Sabeel 9th International Conference: The Bible and the Palestine-Israel Conflict.  
iii Qumsiyeh - Sharing the Land of Canaan: www.qumsiyeh.org   
iv Al-Rowwad Children’s Theater Center in Aida Refugee Camp: www.alrowwad.org 
v http://www.palestinenature.org/ 

 
 

TEXTS: 

John 20:19-31 

 When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the 

house where the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and 

stood among them and said, ‘Peace be with you.’ After he said this, he showed them his 

hands and his side. Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. Jesus said to 

them again, ‘Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.’ When he 

had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit…  

 But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was not with them when 

Jesus came. So the other disciples told him, ‘We have seen the Lord.’ But he said to 

them, ‘Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the 

mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe.’  

 A week later his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas was with them. 

Although the doors were shut, Jesus came and stood among them and said, ‘Peace be 

with you.’ Then he said to Thomas, ‘Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach 

out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but believe.’ Thomas answered him, 

‘My Lord and my God!’ Jesus said to him, ‘Have you believed because you have 

seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.’  

 Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written 

in this book. But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is 

the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his 

name.  

http://www.qumsiyeh.org/
http://www.alrowwad.org/
http://www.palestinenature.org/

