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This morning we turn our attention to Thomas—the one that scripture calls “the Twin”, but the one whom we know as “Doubting Thomas.”  What a rough nickname to get hung on you for, like, forever.  I can just see Thomas' mother showing a neighbor the family photo album.  “...And this is Darlene, she married a nice boy from Capernaum... and this one is Chuck, he has his own business near Joppa...and oh, yeah, this is Chuck's twin brother Thomas, he’s a doubter.”  Two thousand years as “Doubting Thomas.”  What's a disciple got to do to get past that?  Well, I think Thomas's time may have finally come.  

The past four hundred years have been particularly hard on Thomas.  Since sometime in the 16th Century, we have been living in what some call “the Modern Era” —also known as the Scientific Age or the Age of Enlightenment.  While there are many distinguishing features of this Modern Era, one of this Era's features has been a conviction that human's could know something beyond a shadow of a doubt.  Our powers of reason and logic, our growing scientific knowledge have all contributed to this idea that if we have enough evidence, enough insight, enough mental ability, we cannot only gain knowledge, but we can know THE truth.  And the knowledge we gained, the truth we knew, had authority in our lives.  With this understanding of truth and authority, Thomas, in the 20th chapter of John's Gospel comes into sharp relief.  While the Modern Era might applaud him for his desire for incontrovertible proof, the Modern Era has also judged Thomas harshly because he doubted what others already knew to be true.  He doubted the TRUTH that had already been established—and he disbelieved, or at least doubted those who possessed the authority to say that Jesus was alive.  So Thomas's nickname has only tightened its grip in the Modern Era.

In the early part of the 21st Century, many social commentators and historians contend that we are leaving the Modern Era and entering the Post-Modern Era.  Old authorities (like scripture itself), old certainties, and old ways of understanding the world are being discarded by younger generations. The conviction carried in the song “Jesus Loves Me This I Know for the Bible Tells Me So” carries little weight any more.  To the assertion that the Bible tells us so, young people respond “Why does the Bible tell us?” “How do we know the Bible is true?” and “Why should we care any way?”  These same questions are regularly and vigorously raised in political, social, and economic arenas as well.  Let me give an oversimplified, but useful way to chart changes in how different eras have responded to authority: In the Pre-Modern world the response to truth claims was “Oh really.”  In the Modern age, with its desire for proof, the response was “Says who?”  In the Post-Modern era the response to truth claims is “Yeah right!”  

Westminster, if we are going to be the church in the Post-Modern era and for the Post-Modern era, we have our work cut out for us.  The authority that came with possessing THE truth has evaporated.  We no longer have one narrative that we can appeal to be it religious, political or even biological.  We no longer have one guiding narrative.  We live in a time of competing narratives, each clamoring for primacy and authority.  Our neighbors, our NEXT-DOOR neighbors, are Hindus and Muslims and Buddhists and a whole smorgasbord of different faiths and cultures and nationalities.  There was a time when a mixed marriage consisted of a Methodist and a Presbyterian.  But oh, how the times have changed! In four weeks time I will officiate at a wedding of a groom who was raised Catholic, but doesn't practice any religion and a bride who is a non-practicing Hindu—and they will be married in a Presbyterian Church! In the following month, I will baptize a child whose father grew up a very conservative Calvinist and whose mother who is a Zoroastrian!  And what's really strange about all of this is that this is no longer remarkable!  So what is truth, religious truth, in such a world?  What story can we tell that encompasses all of these families and neighborhoods and nations?  Where is the church's authority when fewer and fewer people grant anyone or any institution authority?

As I said before, I think Thomas, yes Doubting Thomas, gives us some clues to how we might engage the Post-Modern world with our Pre-Modern Gospel.  While the disciples are hunkered down, the resurrected Jesus appears to them.  And Jesus doesn't just stand there and allow the disciples to behold him in his resurrected glory, but he interacts with them physically: he shows the disciples his hands and side; they can see his scars; furthermore he breathes on them, breath being the very essence of life.  Then, as quickly and mysterious as he arrived, he disappears.  A little later, Thomas comes back to the place where the disciples are staying.  When Thomas rejoins his comrades, they excitedly tell him that they, like Mary, have seen the Lord.  And Thomas, in good Post-Modern fashion responds with a skeptical “Yeah right!”  Thomas doesn't just want to hear from others that Jesus is alive; he wants to touch Jesus so he can know that Jesus is alive.

So is Thomas just being stubborn?  Is he just, as we have called him for so long, a doubter—someone who obstinately won't believe until actual proof is offered?  That would certainly fit a Modern conception of religious truth.  Or is something else going on here?   If we think of Thomas as a Post-Modern, he is not so much after proof as much as he is after an experience.  He doesn't just want to know about Jesus, he wants to know Jesus.  He doesn't just want to have knowledge about Jesus, he wants a relationship with Jesus—the Jesus who is real and alive and dynamic.  Thomas seeks a faith that involves all of his senses—in this case, he wants, he needs, to touch Jesus.  

As I spend time with young people who are more Post-Modern than Modern, I find a lot of Thomas in them.  They are seeking, not so much an ironclad religious truth, as a fluid spiritual pathway that is tactile and sensual.  They want to see God and touch God and feel God touching them.  They are slow to embrace creeds, but quick to offer their time in mission work and witness.  They are slow to accept the Bible's authority, but they thrill at the physicality and the sensory feel of the Gospel story. They desire to practice a faith that is all about their everyday lives—their work and their play, their relationships and their sexuality, their concern for others and their concern for the earth.  Don't tell me about Jesus, don't even show me Jesus—let me experience Jesus—just as Thomas wanted to experience  Jesus.

So what's a church to do?  How does the Church, which is largely a Modern institution appeal to and converse with and be in relationship with Post-Moderns?  I think we can find our answer in three places.  First, from our own tradition.  While for much of the past four centuries the church has stressed cognitive assent as the basis of being a believer, the church, even the Presbyterian church has places where our faith can and does come alive not only for us but for Post-Moderns.  Today we will not only talk about Jesus, but we will use our senses of taste and smell as we meet Jesus at his table.  The church can help Post-Moderns experience Jesus through the arts: through music not only sung to us, but music that everyone can sing to and clap with.  Through movies, drama and dance. Tim and Melanie told me about the liturgical dancer who danced the death of Jesus at your Good Friday service.  Tim used all kinds of physical language to describe not only what the dancer did, but the effect it had on him and all who worshiped here a week ago.  The Presbyterian commitment to being a church in mission is another way that Post-Moderns can see and touch Jesus in profound and intimate ways. This is especially true when we approach mission, not as the way that we bring OUR Jesus and OUR truth to the world, but where we meet Jesus who is already in the world and at work.  So the church enters the Post-Modern Era with gifts and opportunities to connect with Thomases of this world.

Colleges and universities are the second place that gives us clues.  My oldest child has started the process of exploring the possibilities for higher education.  At each college we have visited, we have been regaled with stories of study abroad, internships, externships, cooperatives and other hands-on learning.  Colleges realize that the generation that is coming of age is not satisfied to merely sit in lecture halls in order to learn; they are hungry to be out in the world where every person they encounter is a possible teacher and every place they go is a potential classroom.  One college summed up this new Post-Modern approach well when they said, “We don't simply want our students to gain information; we want them to create knowledge.”

Finally, we gain clues about what we need to do as a church from the Gospel story itself.  Frequently when we read this story, we see Thomas as the deficient one.  He is one who doubted; he is one who insisted on proof.  But I think that approach puts too much of the burden on Thomas and lets the other disciples off the hook.  The other ten disciples had just seen Jesus for crying out loud!  They saw him and knew, KNEW, he was alive.  And yet, their words weren't enough to help Thomas embrace this new reality.  Why not?  Perhaps the disciples themselves were unsure, or unsure how to share this new truth.  They didn't seem all that transformed by the resurrection.  So much so that they were still locked in the room a week later.  Recently I heard someone pose the question, “Where was Jesus during that intervening week?  What was he doing?”  I think the more pertinent question is “Where the disciples during that intervening week?  What were they doing?”  The answers to those questions seem to be nowhere and nothing.  They knew the truth of the resurrection, but they didn't embody it—not for Thomas and not for themselves.  It is only when Thomas is in the presence of the risen Jesus that he could affirm “My Lord and my God!”  

As it turns out, our witness makes a difference—not just that we make our witness but how we make our witness.  Post-Moderns want a real experience of Christ—and they will begin to have that experience as we are authentic in the world—sharing not only our strengths and gifts, but also being honest about our scars and limitations.  And they will begin to take our story seriously as they see that story transforming us—as we actively and purposefully live out the hope that is ours in Jesus Christ.

Doubting Thomas?  Sure.  But for us in this time, Thomas is much more than an object lesson in what it means to believe without seeing.  Thomas serves as the Patron Saint of Post-Modernism.  He helps us come to terms with being the church in a time when our old models of evangelism and witness no longer work like they once did.  

There is a final part of Thomas's story that assists us as we seek to be a faithful and effective church in the 21st Century.  Thomas not only confessed who Jesus was with his mouth.  He lived that confession in his transformed life.  The legend about Thomas is that he with the other disciples left Palestine to share the Good News of Jesus Christ.  Thomas had such a compelling witness that he didn't stay close to home, but made it all the way to the southern tip of India.  While there is no extant evidence that Thomas himself made it to India, to this day there are Orthodox Churches in Kerala state in India that worship in the ancient language of Syriac, tracing themselves back to the witness of Thomas.  

Thomas has much to teach us at the dawn of the Post-Modern Era—he reminds us that the witness we make finds its authority primarily in the way we live out the dailiness of our lives.  He calls us to take new generations' desire to know God and their struggles with truth seriously.  And finally, he shows us that when any of us encounter the living Jesus, we will be able with Thomas to confess: My Lord and my God!

Great Prayer of Thanksgiving Douglas Mitchell, 10:30am
One: The Lord be with you.

All: And also with you.
One: Lift up your hearts.

All: We lift them to the Lord.

One: Let us give thanks to the Lord our God.

All: It is right to give our thanks and praise.

One: Let us pray…
It is truly right and our greatest joy to give you thanks and praise, O God our creator and redeemer.  In your wisdom, you made all things and sustain them by your power.  You formed us in your image to love and serve you, but we forgot your promises and abandoned your commandments.  In your mercy, you did not reject us, but still claimed us as your own.

When we were slaves in Egypt you freed us and led us through the waters of the sea.  You fed us with heavenly food in the wilderness and satisfied our thirst from desert springs.  Through the waters of Jordon you led us into the land of your promise, and you sustained us in times of trial.  You spoke through prophets calling us to turn from our willful ways to new obedience and justice.  You sent your only Son to be the way of eternal life.

Jesus took upon himself the weight of our sin and carried the burden of our guilt.  He shared our life in every way, and though tempted, was sinless to the end.  Baptized as God’s own, he went willingly to his death and by God’s power was raised to new life.  In his dying and rising, you gave birth to your church, delivered us from slavery to sin and death, and made with us a new covenant by Water and the Spirit.

Almighty and eternal God, you are the strength of those who believe and the hope of those who doubt.  May we, who have not seen, have faith and receive the fullness of Christ’s blessing. We also ask that Your Spirit be with and sustain the leaders of Macalester College and of all institutions of higher learning that they may fulfill their calling to nurture students in their care.

Remembering all your mighty and merciful acts, we take this bread and this fruit of the vine from the gifts you have given us, and celebrate with joy the redemption won for us in Jesus who is the Christ.  Accept this sacrifice of praise and thanksgiving as a living and holy offering of ourselves that our lives may proclaim the One crucified and risen.

Sustain those among us who need your healing touch and tender presence.  Make the sick whole.  Give hope to the dying.  Comfort those who mourn.  Uphold all who suffer in body or mind, not only those we know and love but also those known only to you, that they may know the peace and joy of your supporting care.  

As we remember your loving acts, we pray together the prayer that Jesus taught us….  Our Father…


The Patron Saint of Post-Modernism


John 20:19-31


Macalester Sunday May 1, 2011


Rev. Dr. Daniel R. Anderson-Little





Westminster Presbyterian Church


1200 Marquette Avenue


Minneapolis, MN  55403 


612.332.3421


� HYPERLINK "http://www.eWestminster.org" ��www.eWestminster.org�








PAGE  
6

