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I  know   some  of   you   are  aware,  and   maybe  all of   you are,  that our  lectionary  is  set up on a  three  year   cycle.  A,B,C,  and we are  currently in   year  A.   Each  year   there is a   focus  on a different    Gospel  writer.     So  our   Gospel   lesson   for    next   Sunday   this   year  might  come  from   Luke   next  year  it   might  be   Mark and the   following  year  it  might  be  Matthew.   And   then   back  through  the    cycle  again.  

But .  all that  I  have  just  said  isn’t  true  for   this   Sunday  the    Second  Sunday of   Easter.   In year   A  and  B  and  C   we  have   exactly  the same   lesson.  The one  that  we  just   heard.   The  point   being,   I     guess,   that   there  is  no  way  of   avoiding    Thomas   after  we  have   experienced   Easter.

Easter  is a   huge   event.    We  move  from  darkness to   light,   from  despair  to  hope,   from  outer  space  to inner  space,    from  abandonment  and   betrayal  to  faithfulness and  integrity,  from   emptiness  to   fullness,  From  death  to    life.

Some of it we  can take  in,  in  the  blink of an   eye.    Jesus    appears    having  been lifted   up   by   God  and  we say  “Yes” .  God  in   raising   Jesus  from  the   dead  has   said  in   no uncertain   terms  to   the     Roman  Imperial   establishment, “You  guys  got  it  all  wrong.  Jesus   got  it   right.  What  he    said   about  life and the  world  and   you and   me   ,  is   how  it  is.  Get on  board  with the  program  or  live with  the   consequences.”   And  in a   heart  beat  we can   say,  “Amen”.  

 And   some  of   what we  are   told    and  some  of  what  has   happened,   when we’re  presented  with   that   we    say,  “Hummmm  I’m  not  so   sure.”   We are  a   little   uncertain,   undecided,    unsure,  perplexed,    maybe a   little   skeptical.

Some of    what has   happened  draws  us    immediately  into  community.  We  gather  together.   We   talk.   We    eat.  We  drink.  We  sing.  

Some of  what has   happened  draws us  into   solitude .    Privately   taking   account,  Sorting  through,  Figuring  out,  Alone   behind   the wheel on  the  way  to  work.  Head  under the  shower,   Head  under the   dryer,  alone  at the   kitchen   table,   looking  down into   black  coffee,  In bed staring  into the   night.  Unraveling  the   fringes.  There  is a   realigning  of  our   interior  life,   our  values,   our  understanding  of  ourselves and  our   relationships.  

There   are    new   images  we  have   been  given  and  we   aren’t  so  sure   about   what   they   all mean  and   those     images     are   working   on  us       secretly  and in hidden  ways,  like   mustard   seed  planted in the  ground   or  like   yeast  in   dough.


So,  enter   Thomas.  I   think  Thomas    has  been  given a   bad   rap   by  a   lot of us in the   past.    I  want  to  consider  him  in a   little  different  light   this morning.  


The  kind  of  doubting  that   Thomas  is  doing  is   not bad  or   wrong.    His   doubting   is  not a  defense   against   involvement.  Thomas  is  not  distancing   himself  from  the   experience  of   Easter.  He is not    avoiding   engagement  with   Jesus.     His  doubting  awakens    curiosity,  tenacity,   and  intensity.   In fact  the  kind of  doubting he  is  doing  is  taking him further  and  further  into  engagement  with  the  mystery   that   surrounds   Easter  and  is  at  its  core.  

It  is  his   kind  of   doubting   that   leads   him  to  a  deep  and   profound  hope.  A   kind  of hope   that  I  am   gong  to   differentiate  from   optimism,  or   what  we  might  call a   cheap  hope  or a    naïve  hope  .  

Peter  Gomes  pointed  me in the  direction  of   some  interesting  thoughts  that  others  have  had  about   this  very   thing.

Paul  Tillich  said, “ If   you  find  hope in the  ground  of history, you  are united with the  great  prophets  who  were able to look into the  depth  of their  times, -  who tried to escape  it,  because they could not stand the  horror  of their   visions, -  and who yet  had the strength  to look to an even deeper  level  and there to  discover   hope.  “    (The  Shaking  of the  Foundations)

Ambrose  Bierce  defines  optimism,  or   cheap   hope, as:  The  belief  that   everything  is   beautiful  including  what   is  ugly,  everything is good  especially  the   bad, and  everything is right  that  is wrong  …He  goes  on  to  define   this  way  of  thinking  as  an  intellectual   disorder.

In  the   1950’s   in the  era  of   Norman  Vincent  Peale and  Dale   Carnegie a   Methodist   preacher  named   Hal  Luccock    said   this, “ Christianity  did not come into the  world with a  fixed,  silly   grin on its  face and an   insipid  ‘Cheerio’  on  its  lips.  At  its  center  was a  cross.  That   heritage  must be  saved  from being   perverted  by  the    bright  side   boys,  whether  in the   pulpit  or  out  of  it”.

The   so called   “Bright  side   Boys”    offer    us   something   very   different    from the   hope  that    St.  Paul  talks  of  and  the  hope   that   Thomas  discovered.

Paul  talks  about    a  hope   that  is  formed  by  the  endurance  of    suffering and   that   endurance   produces   character,  an   inner   quality   not  to be  confused  with  image.  Character   is who we are   when no one is    looking.  Character  is   what   we   show  to  the   world and  others   when  the   going  gets   tough.    And,   says   Paul,  it is  from character  that   hope  is   produced.    Hope is the   stuff  that  gets us through and   beyond when the  worst  that  can happen,   happens.

Thomas    enters  the   wounds  of   Jesus,   the    woundedness  of  Jesus.    He  places  his   fingers   in  the    marks   made  by  the  nails  and   he   puts  his  hand  in  the  opening  in    Jesus   side.    His   doubting   takes  him  into  the  ugliness  and  the   suffering   of   the   other,    and  of  the  world.   It  is  not a   pulling   back  that  is  defensive  and    protective  it is a   reaching  out  and  actually  - into   -  the   wrongs    that   have    been     committed.  And  this   hope  is  born  out  of   that    experience.  

Our   hope  is   based  on a  felt  experience  of   God’s  loving   desire  for   us  and  God’s  commitment  to  us   that  God  will  never   ever   abandon  us.   It  is  this  tough,   tested,  abiding   hope   that   will  take  us  through   our   own   woundedness and  the   woundedness  of the   world,  -  and  yes   even  the    woundedness  of   God.  This  hope   works  where   nothing   else  does.


  And  one  of  the   things  it  does  for  us  is   to  make  it   a   little  more   possible  to    understand  the   pain  of   others.  With the    hope  of  Thomas  we  can    actually    reach into,   or move  into,  the  experience  of   others.     We do not   need  to  distance  ourselves,  or   numb   ourselves  to    the    woundedness  of the  world.  
We  can  find  our   way  to  compassion.    We  can  allow  our   hearts  to  beat  in   rhythm   with  the    heart  of   God,   who   loves  the   world  and   all   within   it,  and   feels   it’s   pain.      Amen
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