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ALMIGHTY GOD, WITH JOY
WE CELEBRATE THE DAY OF
OUR LORD'S RESURRECTION.
BY THE GRACE OF CHRIST
AMONG US, ENABLE US TO
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RESURRECTION IN ALL THAT
WE SAY AND DO, THROUGH
JESUS CHRIST, OUR SAVIOR
AND LORD, WHO LIVES AND
REIGNS WITH YOU AND THE
HoLy SPRIT, ONE GOD,
NOW AND FOREVER. AMEN.
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Liturgical Day: The Second Sunday of Easter
Date: April 19, 2009
Sermon Title: The Faith of St. Thomas

A week from Easter;
Jesus appears to Thomas;
Faith: life in his name!

Christ is risen! Christ is risen, indeed!
Christ is risen! Christ is risen, indeed!
Christ is risen! Christ is risen, indeed!

I've been thinking about this morning, and our time together in worship
today, and I have had a hunch that Thomas would be here.

That may sound surprising for a couple of reasons. For one thing, last week
was when all the doubters showed up for worship. They were dragged here by
their families, or they came here out of a personal sense of habit or obligation.

You could recognize some of them: they weren't really into the liturgy, they didn't
sing the hymns with much gusto, they stood in line for communion, slouched over
and scanning the room, they checked their phones for messages from time to
time. It seemed that they couldn’t wait for the service to end, so they could get off
to brunch, or whatever the family had scheduled next for Easter. I didn't expect to
see many of them back here again today — and it isn't the snow that has kept
them away.

And second, the common wisdom among Pastors is that on Sundays like this
— the week after a major festival when everybody tends to show up — only the
most dedicated worshippers show up. That’s the day you discover who is truly
committed to the church. Only those, like you here right now, who are very
serious about worship tend to be here on the Second Sunday of Easter. This is the
kind of Sunday that gives rise to the phrase, “Preaching to the choir.”

So what I'm thinking today is this: last week we had the doubters with us in
worship, but this week we get Thomas with us in worship. I'm starting to think
that is why we read this particular Gospel lesson every Sunday after Easter. It
used to bother me. I used to think that we should read this text on Easter Sunday
when all the doubters were here with us — that maybe, somehow, they would
recognize something in the character of Thomas, and develop an interest in the
faith, or at least in the life of the church.

That was before I had a revelation as to who Thomas really was. I think of
him much differently now than I did some years ago — I certainly have a different
impression of him than the caricature of him that is found in popular culture. Just
say the name “Thomas” and the instant reply from most people is [ pause and let
congregation respond: "Doubter” or "Doubting Thomas”).

That's right, but the truth is: Thomas wasn't a doubter, much as the
uninformed like to imagine. As we take a closer look at his story, we discover that,
instead, he was a bold and passionate believer, whose faith and relationship with
God meant the world to him.

To understand that, you have to get to know the Thomas of the Bible. The
Thomas of the Bible was a man who left everything behind, and for three years
followed Jesus. He didn't know where Jesus was going. He didn't worry about

what would happen to him as a follower of Jesus. He
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was gone, or how they would receive him when he
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finally returned. And not only that, when Jesus informed the disciples that he was determined to return to
Jerusalem (in the 11" chapter of St. John), you'll recall that the disciples tried to talk him out of it. The
disciples remembered the opposition he suffered the last time he was there. They remembered the angry
looks and scheming plans of the Jerusalem leaders. They remembered that the religious officials tried to arrest
Jesus on that visit, but were unsuccessful. The disciples didn’t want Jesus to subject himself to that again, and
they protested. But when it became apparent that Jesus had his mind set on it, Thomas was the one who said,
“Fine. Then let’s go and die with him.”

This is Thomas of the Bible. A deeply faithful man, who left everything to follow Jesus. A man who
missed one meeting. (And remember that meeting: the other frightened, discouraged doubters were hiding
behind locked doors when they met Jesus and became believers.) Thomas missed that one meeting, struggled
with his fears and doubts a week longer than the rest of the disciples, and he has been labeled as a second
class believer ever since. I contend that "Doubting Thomas" is hardly an appropriate nickname for him. To
think of him as one who was primarily a doubter, is to misunderstand him entirely.

We do much better to refer to him as "Believing Thomas” because, far from being an example of failed
faith, Thomas is an example of just exactly what ought to happen when ministry goes as it should. It might be
that the other ten are the ones whose actions are problematic — and that Thomas is the one to be admired.

Just think about what happened. Judas is dead. Thomas is out of the room. And the ten of them are
hiding: door locked, blinds drawn, probably speaking to one another in whispers, lest their next-door neighbor
discover who they are. These followers of Jesus aren’t thinking of the resurrection news the women brought to
them. They aren't thinking of what Jesus taught them about this faith. They aren’t thinking about what the
prophets of old said about the Messiah. They are thinking about one thing: the possibility that they, like Jesus,
could be killed. All of a sudden, the risen Jesus is standing in their midst. They are shocked, I'm sure, but
eventually respond with joy. Jesus is alive. Perhaps he is who he claims to be.

But take a closer look at the interaction between them. Jesus stands among them, and greets them with
peace. Then he shows them his hands and side, and greets them with peace again. Then he breathes on
them, and commissions them with these words: “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they
are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained.” He commissions them to go and carry on
his ministry of forgiveness. He empowers them to be the kind of people he needed to bring his message to
every corner of the world. But when Thomas returns, what does he find? He finds the ten disciples — filled with
joy, now, instead of fear. But still gathered together. Still in the same room. Still with the same door shut
tightly. They claim to believe. They claim that joy has replaced fear. But it hasn't changed a thing. They aren't
out in the streets, boldly sharing the good news. They are continuing to hide, and doing none of what Jesus
has commanded them to do.

And we fault Thomas? Thomas would have been a fool to believe what they say, because their lives
don’t bear witness to what their words are claiming. The truth is: if Thomas had returned, and immediately
believed, the world would have come to know him as “Foolish Thomas” instead of “Doubting Thomas.”

So you and I are left with a fairly simple question. Are we going to be like the ten, or like Thomas?

How often has it been the case that Christ’s church, centered on the proclamation of the resurrection,
and led by the power of the Spirit, finds it easier to sit here in this upper room, with the doors closed, waiting
for someone to come by so that we can talk to them about the good news? How often has it been the case
that Christ’s church, commissioned by Jesus to be instruments of forgiveness in this world, is content to
restrict its forgiving work to what happens inside these four walls? How often has it been the case that others
hear of our beliefs, and identify us as Christians, but see relatively little in our behavior that indicates the
presence of a risen and redeeming Lord? When that is the case, our lives resemble those ten disciples who still
hadn't found the faith and the courage to leave the safety of their own room, and venture out into the world
with the good news of the resurrection.

Rather, let us consider what it would be like to take Thomas as our example. One who was willing to die
for Jesus. One who took his faith (and his doubts) very seriously. One who didn't believe just because the
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others did, but who came to believe because of his personal experience of the risen Christ. And once he came
to know Jesus in that way, it made all the difference in his life.

Many years ago, a friend of mine shared a story about a wise old rabbi. Seems this rabbi was one who
was waiting for the coming of the Messiah. Every day he would meet his assistant in the morning, and instruct
him to go out into the streets and look for signs of the Messiah. Every day the assistant would walk around
city looking for those signs. Even though the streets were bustling with Christians, no evidence of their faith
was visible — no proof was seen that the Messiah had arrived. So every day the assistant returned home, and
reported that nothing was changed: all was the same.

On that first Easter Sunday, Jesus graced the disciples with faith and peace, and commissioned them to
share God’s gift of forgiveness with the world. In the words of the Scriptures, he now commissions us in the
same ministry. Our primary responsibility is to be about the work of sharing forgiveness — the work of sharing
faith — wth those around us. So what will it be for us? Will we be more like those ten disciples during the first
week after Easter? Or will we be more like St. Thomas the Believer, whose life was transformed by the risen
Christ, and who spent the rest of his life trying to share the good news of the resurrection with the world
around him?

The choice is up to us.
David J. Risendal, Pastor (April 19, 2009)

Gospel Lesson; English Text: '

20:19 \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. 2 If you forgive the sins of any, they are forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are
retained.” >* 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.”

26 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.” 2 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.”

3% Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this
book. 3! 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. "

Gospel Lesson; Greek Text:
20:19000n¢ 00V OPLg TH NUEPK EKELVN TA ULE TRPBPRATWV KXL TWV BUPWV KEKAELOUEVWY TTOU AOXV OL
MXONTAL dLx TOV dOBoV TWV Tovdaiwy, AABeV 0 INoolg KXl 0Th €Lg TO METOV KXL AEYEL XOTOLG €LV LMLV,
20kl TOOTO ELTTUIV BELEEV TRC XELPXG KXXL TAV TTAELPAV KXUTOLG. EXXpnoav o0V ol HadNTHL 18OVTEG TOV
KOpLov. 2Teltrev oOv a0TOIG [0 Inoolc] TTRALY €lprivn DUV KHOWC XTTECTRAKEV ME O TIXTAP, KXYW TTEUTIW
OM&C. 22kl TOOTO ELTTUIV EVEPDONOEV KXL AéYyeEL XUTOLC AKBETE TIVEOUX YLOV 23RV TLVWV XPATE TXG
RUAPTING KPEWVTAL XOTOLG, AV TIVWV KPXTATE KEKPXTNVTAL. 24OWUARC dE €lg €K TV dWdEKX, O AEYOMEVOC

' A list of Bible lessons for the coming weeks is available at http://www.elca.org/dcm/worship/church_year/lectionary.html.
" St. John 20:19-31, New Revised Standard Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the

Churches of Christ in the United States of America).
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Aidupog, oVk AV HeT’ xOTWV Te fHABev Inoolc. 25€Aeyov o0V xOTW oL ANOL HXONTXL EWPAKXUEV TOV KUPLOV.
0 d€ €lTTeV AOTOLG €&V UN dw €V TALG XEPTLY OTOD TOV TUTTOV TWIV AWV KXL BAAW TOV SXKTUAOV HOUL ELG
TOV TOTTOV TWV AWV KXL BEAW MOUL TAV XELpX €L TAV TTAELP&V ®OTOD, 00 uf TILOTELOW.

26K oL HED’ NUEPNC OKTW TIXALY AORV Ow oL uXBNTAL xOTOO KXl OWHEE HeT’ xOTWV. EpXeTaL O INool¢
TWV BUPUWV KEKAELOMEVWY KXL OTH €LC TO MECOV KXL ELTTEV €LPAVN DMLV, 27ELTX AEYEL TW) OWUR PEpe TOV
OAKTUAOV TOU WE KAl d€ TAC XELPAC MOU KXL GEPE TAV XELPX 0OUL KXL BXAE €ELG THV TTAEUPEYV MOV, KXL MR
YLVOU TTLOTOC GAAK TTLOTOC. 28XTTEKPLON OWUAG KXL ELTTEV XOTW O KUPLOC MOV KXL O BeAC MoV, 29NéyeEL RUTW
0IN000G TL EWPARKKG UE TTETILOTEVKXG; MXKXPLOL OL MN LOOVTEG KXL TILOTEVTXVTEC,.

30TTOANG MEV 00V KL AAX OnUELX ETToiNoeV 0 INood¢ EVWTTIOV TWV MxBNTWV [x0TOD], & 00K OTLV
YEYPXUUEVX €V TW BLBALW TOUTW 31TXxOTX OE YéypaTrTal VX TTLoTeDoNTE TLINnoolg EOTLY O XPLOTOC O LIOC

T0o0 B€0l, KXl VX TTILOTELOVTEG TWHV XNTE €V TW OVOUXTL XOTOD. i

i St. John 20:19-31, The Greek New Testament, Aland, Kurt, Black, Matthew, Martini, Carlo M., Metzger, Bruce M., and Wikgren,
Allen, (© 1983, Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft Stuttgart).



