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A story is told of something that happened one Sunday during a children’s sermon.  
The minister was trying to engage the children with something familiar before 
making her point, and she asked the children to identify what she was describing 
to them.  She asked first, “What is fuzzy and has a long tail?” No response. 
“Well… what climbs in trees?” Still no response. Then she asked, “What jumps 
around a lot and gathers nuts and hides them?” and one little boy could stand the 
silence no longer. He blurted out, “Look, lady, I know the answer is supposed to be 
‘Jesus,’ but it sure sounds like a squirrel to me.” 

This young man’s situation is probably familiar to most of us.  We expect one 
thing, but are filled with doubt when we seem to be encountering something 
completely different.  I might venture to say that many of us, faced with something 
that doesn’t make sense to us, don’t give voice to our doubts.  So, if nothing else, 
this young man deserves credit for his bravery. 

Today in our gospel reading we heard again about someone who found himself in 
a similar situation.  It was a disciple who was not with the others when they found 
the tomb empty, nor was he with them when Jesus appeared to them.  It was a 
disciple who we remember for having the nerve to say out loud, “I know the 
answer is supposed to be ‘Jesus,’ but it sure sounds like some sort of group 
hysteria to me!”  It was, of course, Thomas who gave voice to his doubts about the 
resurrection of Christ. 

Thomas said to the disciples who had seen Jesus, “Unless I see the nail marks in 
his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I 
will not believe it." (John 20:25) But we do not applaud Thomas for his 
forthrightness in expressing his discomfort and confusion.  Instead we have given 
him a nickname, “Doubting Thomas.”  We apply this nickname to people in all 
sorts of contexts, but generally not to refer to someone who is a reasonable and 
informed skeptic.  No, “Doubting Thomases” are gloomy, unduly pessimistic, and 
deliberately contrarian people.  “Doubting Thomas” is not a compliment. 

I think Thomas has gotten a bad rap here.  Consider with me the other references 
to Thomas in John’s gospel – the good things you may not know about “Doubting 
Thomas.”  When Jesus had announced to his disciples that he was going to 
Bethany, where his friend Lazarus lay near death, the disciples could not believe 
what they were hearing.  Bethany lay only a short distance from Jerusalem, where 
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there was such hostility to Jesus that he was almost certainly risking his life going 
there.  Thomas alone spoke up, saying, "Let us also go, that we may die with him." 
(John 11:16) For his bravery, why isn’t he remembered as “Courageous Thomas?” 

During the disciples’ last few hours with Jesus in the upper room, Jesus spoke to 
them about heaven, and going to prepare a place for us there.  Undoubtedly, few 
of the disciples grasped what Jesus was saying when he told them “You know the 
way to the place where I am going."  (John 14:4) The disciples were all clearly 
baffled by this, but it was only Thomas who said, "Lord, we don't know where you 
are going, so how can we know the way?" (John 14:5) Certainly in your school 
career you’ve had an experience when nobody knows what’s going on, but nobody 
is confident enough to raise their hand and say so?  Thomas does.  Why don’t we 
remember him as “Honest Thomas,” or “Brave Thomas?” 

Thomas was an evangelist and apostle who, tradition says, carried Christianity as 
far as India, and was also martyred for the faith. Perhaps he should be 
remembered as “Persistent Thomas” – “Faithful Thomas,” maybe.  But no, he is 
forever “Doubting Thomas,” and during the season of Easter we reread and 
preach on these verses to make sure we remember him in just that way. 

Even the greatest of Christians have doubts.  What might make us think that 
before seeing Jesus the other disciples have any less doubt than Thomas has? 
After all, they’re not exactly celebrating the resurrection of Christ.  They’re not 
waiting expectantly for Christ to arrive.  They have locked themselves away behind 
closed doors.  I think it is reasonable for us to guess that the other disciples have 
just as much doubt as Thomas did, although they’re not talking about it. 

In the upper room, the risen Christ meets a group of people who are all badly in 
need of the grace of forgiveness.  They have all betrayed and denied Jesus, in a 
sense becoming complicit with those who put Jesus to death.  They have run and 
hid, and have been anything but models of steadfast belief.  Instead of writing 
these failures off, Jesus comes to them, and offers them peace.  He breathes the 
Holy Spirit into them.  More amazing still, he commissions them to carry the 
meaning of the resurrection to the world: “As the Father has sent me, I am sending 
you." (John 20:21)   

Which brings us back to poor old Thomas.  Why do we make such a big deal 
about the fact that Thomas doubted anyway?  Why is his doubt just about the only 
thing we remember about Thomas? 

In the gospel of John, no one is expected to believe in a vacuum.  “Believing,” for 
John, is never something that exists outside of the lived experience of Christ’s 
power and love. John writes this at the end of the verses we read today, “Jesus 
did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples which are not 
recorded in this book.  But these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is 
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the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.” 
(John 20:30-31)  

John is very clear about the reason why Jesus performed miracles – as John calls 
them, “miraculous signs” – and why he, John, thought it was important to write 
them down.  Whether it is creating fine wine at a wedding feast or restoring his 
friend Lazarus to life, Jesus’ signs are not intended to edify the faith of people who 
already believe beyond any doubt.  The signs are intended to be a source of faith 
for people who find it hard to believe.  They are done so we might overcome our 
doubts. 

You see, the “point” of the resurrection is not that we should have no doubt.  If 
being a Christian meant to have no doubt, most of us have no business being 
here.  John Wesley, the founder of Methodism and to me arguably one of the most 
Christ-like people who ever lived, once said in moment of spiritual crisis that he 
doubted whether he had ever really loved God.  We must never condemn people 
with doubts, even ourselves.  Our church must always be a place where people 
feel safe expressing honest doubts.  God can handle it. 

But the point of the resurrection is that the story does not end in an empty tomb.  
And the account we read today of the risen Christ appearing to Thomas and the 
other ten disciples isn’t a snapshot frozen in time in that upper room in Jerusalem.  
It is gospel, “good news” for all of humanity that transcends time and place. 
Whenever we practice forgiveness, whenever we overcome the power of death in 
its many forms—hatred, violence, racism, homophobia, indifference—the spirit of 
Christ is alive and well in us, and resurrection life is expressed again and again in 
this time and place. We can’t “prove” that other people love us, yet we can know it 
in our hearts to be true because we experience signs of love from them.  We can’t 
“prove” the resurrection, but we can be witnesses to its truth whenever we act as 
signs for others that the love and forgiveness of Christ were not extinguished on 
the cross – that they are embodied in us and in every Christian community.  

And our experience of the resurrection is no less genuine for having been passed 
down to us through the believing community.  In fact, perhaps the most powerful 
evidence of the truth of the resurrection is the fact that for all the sinfulness, and 
weakness, and doubting of humans throughout the ages, the church, the Body of 
Christ, lives on.  For that reason, even when we doubt – even though we cannot 
touch the wounds in Jesus’ hands and side – our experience of the resurrected 
Lord is as real for us today as it was 2,000 years ago for doubting, but still faithful, 
Thomas. 


