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Moving from Belief to Action

John 20:19-31
          Isn't it bizarre, yet sometimes tragic, how we, so often, miss the point of the events of life.  I know that I am hypercritical, but I was really disappointed in much of what was said at my Uncle Herb’s funeral on Friday.  The minister who officiated at the service did not even read a passage of scriptures until we were at the cemetery.  He based his remarks off of a quote from former president, George H. W. Bush.  The quote itself was not bad, but the fact that he would base funeral remarks off of the words of a former president instead of the Bible was just appalling.  My theology leads me to believe that the most important thing which I can say during a funeral service is to bear witness to the good news of the gospel that death is just a pre-cursor to the resurrection.  When there is never any reference to the resurrection at a funeral service for a Christian, then we have missed the point completely.  
In the last two verses which I just read, the gospel writer states the purpose for this entire fourth gospel, yet if we were to poll people, they might never come up with the right answer.  So often people argue over differing accounts in the four gospels and try to determine which is the most historically accurate.  For centuries, Christians have argued over which of the gospels should be considered most important, but those arguments are futile and fruitless.  John clearly states that this book is not intended to be a complete history of the life of Jesus, nor does it in any way claim to be exhaustive or all encompassing.  There were many events in the life and ministry of Jesus which were not included in this or any of the other gospels, yet which may have been just as significant to us.  As a matter of fact, if you are like me, you could probably name several aspects of Jesus' life which you wish the gospel writers had seen fit to include, but which they apparently overlooked.  The purpose of this gospel, and of each gospel for that matter, is to produce faith in those who read the stories.  That is the sole purpose, to lead those who read, hear and study the gospel to a belief in Jesus as the Christ, the Messiah, the Son of God, and through that belief, people will have life eternal through Him.  To argue over historicity and accuracy is to miss the point of the gospels completely.  The only purpose of the gospels is to produce faith.
          The first thing which we see in these two separate resurrection appearances is that fear and doubt can be destroyed because seeing is believing.  It shouldn't surprise any of us.  We are all that way.  Have you ever heard news that a loved one is sick or has been injured?  Now when you first received the news your mind probably ran wild with worries and fears.  And if you are like me, no matter how much reassuring was offered, you were not completely comfortable until you could see that person with your own eyes.  It is just a part of our human nature.  We sometimes have to be able to see it to believe it.
          Stephanie and I have been struggling with that one all week long.  We were contacted on Maundy Thursday with an offer on our house in Memphis.  We negotiated an agreeable price, but were told that the formal contract would be coming as soon as the buyer had finalized the numbers with their lender.  We thought that might take until Monday or Tuesday, but we are still waiting to see the formal contract.  We believe that we have a solid offer on our old house, but we just want to see the printed contract to know that it is for real.
          On that first Easter, the disciples were meeting together behind closed doors because they were afraid.  It seems to be a pretty natural thing to me.  They had lived and traveled together for about three years, so it seems only natural that when their leader was killed they would still assemble themselves together.  They needed to support one another through those difficult days.  But Thomas, one of the eleven, was not with them.  He was probably one of those people who liked to be alone in times of grief and disappointment.  Unfortunately for him, healing and peace came in the midst of the community of the faithful on that particular evening.  I believe that what happened that evening is fairly typical, because I believe that often in this life we experience healing and peace as a part of the community of faith.  And as happened with Thomas, those who isolate themselves from the community find that they have a hard time believing what the community has experienced in their absence.
          So, what we find here is further affirmation of that old adage: Seeing is believing.  Those disciples who were gathered on that resurrection evening were afraid of the consequences of being followers of Jesus, so they found themselves closed up in their room together; after all, there appears to be safety in numbers.  But when Jesus stood in their midst fear was replaced with peace, and the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord.
          One week after the resurrection, the disciples were again gathered together in their room, but this time Thomas was with them.  He had heard their stories all week long about how Jesus had appeared among them, but he could not believe it until he saw with his own eyes.  These were his friends and John never gives us any stories which would lead us to believe that they had been untruthful with him in the past, but he doubted their words and said that he could not believe it until he could touch Christ's scars with his own hands.
          For centuries, Christians have bad-mouthed Thomas.  We have used his name in vain, so to speak, when we refer to others as, "Doubting Thomases."  Some people have even tried to imply that Thomas' doubt was an indication of his lack of faith.  I guess you can tell by what I have said so far, that I believe that all of those assessments of Thomas are misguided at best.  What many people have overlooked is the enormous risk which Thomas took in openly stating his doubts.  He had to have known that there could be people who might interpret his doubt as a mistrust of their integrity or as a lack of faith in God and God's power to save.  Those people also have overlooked the end result of Thomas's doubting: his faith was strengthened and his knowledge and understanding of God grew immensely.
          That is the nature of doubting.  So often in this world doubting leads us to heightened understanding.  Throughout my life, the people whom I have known who have had the strongest faith were the people who had really struggled with their doubts and fears and who ultimately came through those doubts and fears stronger than before.  Louisa Woosley, the first woman ordained to the ministry in the Cumberland Presbyterian Church, back in 1889, doubted her calling to be a minister, because she did not see how a woman in her society could ever be a minister.  For many years she tried to ignore her call and doubted God's ability to provide a place for her to answer that call, but finally she accepted and became so convicted that the Bible affirms a place for women in the ministry that she wrote a book entitled, Shall Woman Preach: The Question Answered.  Because she wrestled with her questions, doubts and fears, she learned a great deal about God’s ways and she was able to articulate her learnings so that others could learn from her struggles.
          It is not always easy to express our doubts and fears.  After all, we want to appear to have it all together and to have all of the answers, but the reality of the matter is that few, if any of us, are that put together any of the time, let alone, all of the time.  But it is even more difficult to express those doubts and fears to God, because we are afraid of some kind of retaliation or retribution.  Silly isn't it?  When we are thinking rightly, we know that God doesn't work that way.  God accepts our doubts and fears and tries to bring us to a peaceful resolution of them.  That is just how our God works.  That is the beauty of Thomas' story.  It affirms for us the good news that doubt produces heightened faithfulness and that the risk of vulnerability is not easy nor is it the popular thing to do, but it can produce wonderful results: renewed and revitalized faithfulness.
          Jesus knew that he would not be around forever to make these post-resurrection appearances every time someone doubted his new life.  He knew that he would soon be ascended to the father, and so he needed to provide them with a new avenue for faithfulness.  He did this by saying that those who would come after would have to come to believe simply by hearing and that they would be blessed for not having to see to believe.  This also put forth the importance of proclaiming the good news of Christ, because all future believers would have to hear the story somehow.  The gospel writer was setting a precedent for proclaiming the word and for taking the gospel message out to be heard and believed.
          Jesus was affirming what Mary had done a week earlier.  She had seen the risen Christ and that was something too good to keep to herself.  She had to go and tell the others.  The gospel story is so important a message, we cannot possibly keep it to ourselves.  We must share it in an attempt to instill a saving knowledge of Jesus Christ in all those who hear the story.  You can be assured that those who believe will be blessed, because their newfound faith will result in new life through Christ.
          But Jesus did not end with telling the disciples that those who heard and believed would be blessed.  He went on to commission them to go forth to share.  He said, "As the Father has sent me, so I send you."  All that they had seen and heard was for a reason; Jesus was sending them forth to continue the work which was begun in Him.  He commanded them to take the message out into the world, but he didn't send them alone.  As a part of their commissioning, Jesus breathed new life into them telling them to receive that breath as the outpouring of the Holy Spirit.
          In one of his final acts, this one who was God's own Son, did recall for them God's initial act with humanity in breathing life into the first earth creatures.  So too the sign of the new life in Christ came in the form of the Breath of Life flowing forth from the very mouth of God.  With that the disciples were commissioned to go forth with the Good News of the Gospel of Jesus Christ in the power of the Holy Spirit.
          But he did not stop there either.  Having given the Spirit to the disciples, Jesus told them to share God’s shalom, or peace, with the world.  Twice in this passage, Jesus said to the disciples, “Peace be with you.”  In this last sentence of the commission, Jesus was trying to get the disciples to be messengers of God’s peace as he had been.  So many times in Jesus’ earthly ministry he healed people by extending God’s peace to them.  This command about forgiveness was a command to share God’s peace reconciliation and forgiveness in a world filled with turmoil, brokenness and despair.  It does not take the sleuth-like detective skills of a Sherlock Holmes to see that there is a great need for God’s reconciliation in our world.  Jesus calls us to be messengers of peace in a world filled with violence and despair.
          We are a blessed people.  We have heard and have believed.  Our belief has brought us new life.  But belief is not the end of the story.  We must move beyond mere belief to action.  We have been commissioned to go forth with the gospel message.  The Spirit of the Lord is upon us and we have been commanded to go forth to share God’s peace, forgiveness and reconciliation.  Go forth from this place as the body of Christ in the world.  We have been given a story to share through our loving acts of service to those we meet.  May we be found faithful in sharing what God has done in Jesus Christ, our risen Savior.
          And to our God be all blessing and honor and glory and wisdom and power and might, both now and forever more.  Amen.
