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The Redemption of Thomas
John 20:19-31

Many of you have asked me about the story that’s been in the news a lot lately about the National Geographic’s “discovery” of a new gospel—The Gospel of Judas.  In case you have missed it to this point, let me simply say that the Gospel of Judas tells a different story from the one you’re used to hearing about his role in Jesus’ betrayal.   Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John—the 4 gospels in our scriptures—all tell us that Judas was the betrayer—the one who handed Jesus over to those who wanted him killed.  And Judas is never mentioned in a positive way.
The Gospel of Judas also tells of Judas’ betrayal, but it casts that betrayal in a different light.  It suggests that Judas was simply acting in obedience to what Jesus had asked him to do.  Who would have ever thought that Judas’ reputation could be cleaned up, redeemed?
While I have my suspicions about the Gospel of Judas, it did send my imagination off and running.  Can’t you just see Thomas—sitting in a corner of heaven when he heard the news that the folks at National Geographic have taken up the cause of Judas?  I can see the marketing gurus lining up to offer Thomas their services—“Thomas, we can do for you what others are doing for Judas!  We can totally remake your image.  Just give us the word, and we’ll make it happen.”

Poor Thomas.  Can’t you just imagine what it must be like to be one of the few disciples whose very name conjures up instant, concrete images?  Simon Peter—impulsive.  Judas—betrayer.  Thomas—you know the word that goes there, don’t you?  Doubter.  Ask just about anyone to tell you what they know about the disciple named Thomas, and more likely than not you will hear the story of the day that Thomas doubted.  If you look up Thomas (the Apostle) at Wikipedia, here’s what you’ll find:  “Doubting Thomas is a term that is used to describe someone who refuses to believe something without direct, personal evidence; a skeptic”
Several weeks ago the preaching group that I’m part of here was discussing this story.  The group is made up of a couple of Episcopal priests, a few Lutherans, a Mennonite, the priest and a lay educator from the Catholic Church, and a couple of Presbyterians.  There’s even an occasional Methodist sighting from time to time.  It’s a rich mix of voices and perspectives and you can count on some vigorous discussion on just about any topic.  Strangely, though, all of our traditions told the same story of Thomas.  One of the preachers even sang a bit of a song he had been taught as a child growing up—a song that began “Don’t be a doubting Thomas….”  The traditional interpretation of this story has been that Jesus scolded Thomas for his lack of belief, and we have been encouraging folks ever since not to doubt.
You’ve heard that refrain, haven’t you?  Don’t be like Doubting Thomas.  But then, as you grew and as you lived with your eyes open in the world, as you experienced one set-back after another, you slowly started to feel doubt creep into your mind and heart, and that caused you a whole bunch of grief because no one in the church around you ever seems to have any doubts at all about their faith and then you remember what you’ve heard about Thomas and you begin to worry that you have no faith at all.  And then you start to get a little bit angry, because you think that if your doubts are forbidden by God or the church, then maybe you’re not welcome either.
But what if Thomas could be redeemed?  What if we started to look at him not as the one who doubted, but as the one whose discipleship we can identify with, perhaps even admire?

You see, there’s more to the story of Thomas than you may remember.  You may not remember from earlier in John’s Gospel when Jesus got word that his friend Lazarus had died and he finally goes back to Bethany to see him?  The disciples try to get Jesus not to go, because they know that people are looking to kill him, and so they all plead with him to stay away.  But not Thomas.  He offers this word to his fellow disciples:  “Let us also go, that we may die with him.”

Or do you remember the time when Jesus was saying farewell to his disciples and started waxing poetic with one metaphor after another, saying that he was going to leave them but promising that God had many dwelling places for them and that they would join him there someday.  And then Jesus said this to them, “You know the way to the place where I am going.”

Do you remember who interrupts him at that point?  It was Thomas who dared to question Jesus by asking, “We don’t know where you’re going.  So how could we possibly know the way?” which gave Jesus the chance to offer an answer that we still cling to:  “I am the way, the truth, and the life.”
And, if those two moments weren’t enough to redeem Thomas, then it’s high time that we reframed the story of what happened that first Easter evening when Thomas wasn’t in the room when Jesus showed up.  All Thomas had to go on was the witness of some of his fellow disciples.

And don’t forget that these disciples are the same ones who had failed to believe the testimony of Mary Magdalene, who had come running to them with the news that she had seen the Risen Lord who had called her by name.  They were slow to believe her witness and only believed when they saw Jesus.  And John makes sure that we know that Jesus showed them his hands and his side—he showed them his wounds.  In other words, the disciples’ belief came when they saw what Thomas wanted to see; only Thomas wasn’t there.  And so all he has to go on is the witness of his fellow disciples.

Suzanne Guthrie once imagined what this must have been like to Thomas.  She pictures the disciples (represented by Simon Peter) telling Thomas that they have seen the Lord and then imagines how he might have responded:

“You have seen the Lord, Mr. Simon Let’s-build-three-booths Peter?

You have seen the Lord, Mr. Simon God-forbid-Lord-This-shall-never-happen-to-you Peter?

You have seen the Lord, Mr. Simon I’ll-never-deny-thee-deny-thee-deny-thee Peter?”

What the tradition has failed to remember when we have thought about Thomas is not unlike the other disciples at all.  And, in focusing on Thomas, we have missed the larger news—Jesus gives him just what he needs to believe.
In my lifetime as a pastor I’ve met far more people like Thomas than any other disciple.  I daresay that most of us—if we take God seriously—have had, or even now have, significant questions about our faith.  We all struggle, at some point or another, to believe in a living, loving God.  Our knowledge and understanding are, after all, limited and imperfect.  And God knows this sinful and broken world can threaten to knock the faith right out of us.  What I admire about Thomas is that he put his difficulty on the table for everyone to see.  He was forthright and honest about his limits, “What you’re telling me is just too hard to swallow.  I need some help before I believe.”  And the good news is that Jesus, far from scolding him, offers to give him just what he needs to believe.
So how do we learn to see the Risen Lord in the midst of our world, and come to believe?  It was that question that caused me to attempt something new several months ago when I would put Rachel to bed at night.  We would do the various bedtime rituals that all parents do—brushing the teeth, reading the story, adjusting the covers.  And then, before we would say our prayers together, I started asking her a new question.  “Rachel, where did you see God today?”
I’ll never forget the first time I asked her that question.  I could see the befuddled look on her face, a look mixed with her fear that her father actually believed that you might be able to see God.
“Daddy,” she said, stating the obvious in her mind, “you can’t see God.”
It is that question that the church must answer day after day after day.  People all around us are asking, “Where do you see God today?”

We look at nations at war; we see terrible natural disasters; we witness the birth of a child; we see the glory of a sunset; we see people sharing bread, and we see those with no bread to share.  “Where do you see God?”

That is the continuing task of the church as we move from the empty tomb of Easter morning to the locked, fear-filled room of Easter evening to the houses and schools and offices and streets to which we will go today—to bear witness to the power of God at work in the world in the continuing presence of Jesus Christ.  And somehow, by the mystery of God’s grace, God will take our meager words and our tentative actions spoken and done in the name of the Lord, and they will be just what somebody needs to believe.

And somewhere—in some distant corner of heaven—Thomas—believing, faithful, persistent, doubting Thomas—smiles.
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