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I. 
“But these are written that you might come to believe that Jesus is the 

Messiah, the Son of God…” 
 
I like this phrase--“come to believe”--that we read at the end of this 

morning’s gospel text.  I like it because it speaks of faith as a journey or a process—a 
process that can, quite frankly, be tedious, or roundabout, or even messy. 

 
Author Kathleen Norris is one of many voices that remind us that at its Greek 

root, “to believe” simply means, “to give one’s heart to”.  
 

For the earliest Christians, to believe meant to give one’s heart to following 
Jesus’ teachings and the ways that he lived his life, to living in communities that 
cared for one another and helped the poor and the outcast, to affirming Jesus as 
Lord with their lips and their lives.   

 
Over the centuries, as Christianity became the religion of the empire, as the 

Church became an institution, and as the Enlightenment took hold in the scientific 
and intellectual world, “to believe” came to mean an intellectual assent or endeavor.  
To believe something meant that it could be proven as true or accurate—as fact.   

 
Belief and doubt have had a complicated relationship ever since.  
 
Kathleen Norris writes of her process of coming back to church and returning 

to a faith that she had abandoned as a young adult.  She says, “I had thought that my 
doubts were spectacular obstacles to my faith and was confused but intrigued when 
an old monk blithely stated that doubt is merely the seed of faith, a sign that faith is 
alive and ready to grow.”1 
 

This old monk recognized that belief and doubt were not at odds—that the 
one needed the other in order to survive and thrive.  It is a stance that we would do 
well to claim for ourselves.   

 
II. 
I have to admit that I have always felt bad for Thomas.  Maybe some of you do 

as well.  He has been criticized over the centuries, given the nickname of “Doubting 
Thomas”, on account of this morning’s text from John.  But Thomas is unfairly 
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singled out, I think—tradition doesn’t remember Peter and Paul as “Denying Peter” 
or “Persecuting Paul” and forget the rest of their stories.  No. 

 
So I think we owe Thomas an apology. 
 
Thomas was not with the other disciples on Easter evening, when the risen 

Jesus came to them as they hid in fear, showed them the wounds in his hands and 
side, and then breathed on them.   
 

We don’t know if it is Thomas’ doubt that keeps him away, or if it is a fear 
similar to what the other disciples are feeling—the fear that causes them to lock 
themselves in.  Amy Butler, senior pastor at the Riverside Church, wonders if 
Thomas is an introvert—maybe the heightened activity of the past week has 
exhausted him to the point that he just can not be with the other disciples and needs 
some time alone to recharge.2  We simply do not know. 

 
What we do know—what tradition has latched on to—is that when Thomas 

does hear this spectacular news later, he is less than convinced of its veracity.  He 
doubts it, and infamously proclaims that unless he can see for himself the mark of 
the nails in Jesus’ hands and touch the marks in his hands and side, he will not 
believe.  
 

But if we consider the text again, we notice several things.  We see that 
Thomas only asks for what the other disciples were already granted—the chance to 
see those marks in Jesus’ hands and his side.  The other disciples believe because 
they have seen…and yet Thomas alone has been criticized for this path to belief.   
 

We also notice that after he boldly speaks of his doubts of the resurrection—
that Thomas is still present.  When Jesus shows up again a week later, this time 
Thomas is with the disciples.  His doubt has not separated him from his friends—he 
chooses to still be a member of the community, and is still welcomed by the others 
as a member of the community.  There is room for Thomas and his doubt in the 
company of disciples. 

 
Perhaps most poignantly of all—when we look at the text again, we see that 

before Thomas has the chance to speak, Jesus invites and encourages Thomas to 
touch his wounds.  He does not scold him, and his invitation is not tongue in cheek, 
as it is sometimes read.   

 
For the risen Jesus to still bear the wounds of the crucifixion means that the 

risen Jesus is still intimately connected to his own humanity, and still very much 
understands human suffering in all of its many forms.   
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And in his own way, Thomas was suffering—he was grieving the loss of his 
teacher and friend.  He undoubtedly wanted to believe the disciples at their 
word…wanted to believe this good news of resurrection.  But he couldn’t—not 
without seeing Jesus first.  And so Jesus, out of deep compassion, offers the very 
thing that Thomas needs in that moment—the very thing that Mary Magdalene and 
the other disciples needed to believe as well.   

 
III. 
We all come to believe in different ways.  Amy Butler reminds us that this is 

also the case for Jesus’ first disciples.3 
 
For some, belief comes through relationship with God or with a close friend 

or family member whose belief serves as a catalyst for one’s own journey. 
 
For others, the ritual and liturgy of worship bring a sense of awe that leads to 

belief. 
 
Coming to belief can be an intellectual exercise for some, and the result of life 

experience for others. 
 
And as we’ve read today, for some of the earliest disciples—and for some of 

us as well—real, tangible proof is required for belief to begin. 
 
Some of us even need a combination of these—relationship, ritual, intellect, 

experience, and proof—in order to come to believe.  I know I do. 
 
Whatever its origin, we are wise to remember that our Christian faith is an 

incarnational one—that it involves our whole bodies, heart and head inseparable.    
 
In these days and weeks after Easter, as we are thinking once again about 

what it means to believe this good news of the resurrection, may we do so knowing 
that our doubts do not have to be stumbling blocks—that they have the ability to 
keep us honest and engaged, push us to explore deeper, to ask questions, to refine 
and renew the convictions that we are giving our hearts to.   

 
As Thomas shows us, our doubts don’t separate us from the risen Jesus, or 

from the community of faith.  They are simply part of the process of coming to 
believe in the risen Jesus as our Lord and our God.  Amen. 
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