“Holy Doubt”
Date: May 1, 2011 Place: Lakewood UMC
Text: John 20:19-31 Theme: Doubt, questions, faith
Occasion: Easter 2, Year A

It may seem kind of odd, but every year on the @yraiter Easter, we look
at the story of “doubting Thomas.” One week aftex biggest celebration of the
Christian year, and we deal with the subject oftd@nd uncertainty.

Many of us grew up in churches that tried to ddmy flact that people have
guestions about their faith. If we had questionsualthe Bible, about God, about
miracles, we were told “Stop asking questions. dase faith.”

Many people end up feeling guilty about the questithey have. “What's
wrong withmy faith. | want to believe, | just don’t get this otieng. And no one is
willing to talk to me about my question.” Or mayihey get angry at the church for
telling them to stop thinking. And they quit comiaghund, altogether.

Has that ever happened to you? Who did it? A pam@rfunday School
teacher, a pastor? Maybe you feel guilty for hawjugstions, or maybe you got
angry at these authority figures for not answegng. When we are simply told,
“Have more faith,” it makes it seem like faith mnsething that you can turn on and
off like a spigot.

It kind of reminds me of the white queen from Alice Wonderland, who
told Alice that she was 101 years, 5 months anddaryeold. Alice replied, “I can’t
believe that!” And the queen answered, “Can’t youy again. Draw a long breath
and close your eyes.” Really?! Is that how we coonfaith, by holding our breath
and closing our eyes and trying harder?

The Bible, on the other hand, is quite realistiowtbpeople’s doubts and

guestions. It doesn’t pretend as though everyorseftwand it easy to believe in
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Jesus. The Bible, in fact, is quite honest in atiimgtthat people have doubts. In the
Gospel of Matthew, which we read last Sunday, ysdhat when the disciples saw
the risen Christ they worshiped Him. But then iyssaalmost immediately, “But
some doubted.” They were looking right at him, gatithey doubted.

The Gospel writers understood that doubt and uaicgyt are part of the
Christian experience. We’'ve known that since thdiest beginnings of our faith.
Even when Jesus was physically present, here dh. é&ather than deny it, the
Bible deals with it, head-on. And so, here we hi&neestory of Doubting Thomas.

We don’t know a lot about the disciple known as ffilas. He’s mentioned
only a couple of other times. But he seems to bealist, one of those practical,
down-to-
earth type of guys. For some reason, he hadn’'t ettnthe other disciples the
week before, when Jesus appeared to his followaxemas had missed Easter.

When Thomas meets up with his friends, they tett the most outrageous
thing he had ever heard, that Jesus was alive dgaihad seen the crucifixion, saw
them take the body down and put it in the gravewv ey were talking about Jesus
coming back to life.

Now, Thomas had not read the most recent book afingewith grief by
Elizabeth Kubler Ross, the pioneer in grief stuSje was the one who told us
about the four stages of grief: denial, anger,dvang) and acceptance. But Thomas
knew denial when he saw it. He needed to helprieads snap out of their denial
and face reality.

“Come on guys,” he might have said. “We all missu¥ But he’s gone!
Unless | can put my finger in the nail marks, antess | put my hand into his side,

| can’t believe what you're telling me.”
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Well, a week later the disciples are together ggaicluding Thomas this
time. Imagine his surprise when Jesus showed upn@®kgosh! But | want you to
notice how Jesus dealt with this man who had doadsquestions about the reality
of the resurrection. Jesus wasn’'t angry with ThonJasus wasn’t resentful that
God had done this wonderful thing, and his ownidies didn’t believe it. Jesus
didn’t lecture Thomas, or attack him, or demean. Hlesus simply says, “Tom, put
your finger here. Have faith.”

Thomas had made a mistake. He wasn't with theplestion that first Easter
morning. He was separated from them, which is yo Ba was separated from the
church. And because of that, Thomas missed out asteE His doubts were
directly related to being separated from the others

But then, Thomas turned around and did the righgtiHe got back together
with the other disciples and shared his doubts whgm. Which is to say, he
brought his doubts to church, which is where ouwrde belong. “Say what, pastor?
You mean its okay to express our doubts and questb church?” Yes, that is
what | mean.

In the church, we can explore our doubts, and weask our questions. We
ought to take people’s questions seriously instéddying to make them feel stupid
for asking them. | think that's why so many peojke Larry Thompson’s Bible
study on Tuesday evenings. He always begins byngskiAre there any
guestions?”

You see, if we don’t ask our questions out loud] get a serious answer, our
doubts turn into cynicism, which turns into relmiliagainst the faith. That's what's
happened to a lot of people. Instead of takingr theestions to church, they try to

deal with them on their own. Or maybe somebody tb&m not to ask questions,
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and they feel like they don’t belong in church.tBey leave, often forever.

Their doubt, which began as a legitimate questioms into a sickness, an
attitude of contempt towards religion in generald @owards the church more
specifically. Tragically, it can kill a person’slagonship with God. Doubt, if its not
dealt with in the community faith, can ruin a persdaith altogether.

One of the most reassuring things about being astidm, is that we don't
have to do everything on our own. The communitfadh is here for us, to help us
and to support us, even in our doubt, even withquestions.

I've seen it happen over and over again in Biblelists or sharing groups, or
prayer meetings. Someone asks a question, “I kinisvnbay sound silly, but I've
always wondered......” and they ask their questidre group talks; people share
their experience and knowledge; we go back andtteadible again.

And when we’re finished talking about that persoqgstion, someone else
will say, “I'm so glad you asked that question.dalways wondered about that,
too.”

Was Doubting Thomas so different from the rests# tdon’t think so. He
simply had the misfortune of being absent on thewdaen the Lord Jesus appeared
to the other disciples. Thomas was the first toef#élte challenge of believing
without seeing. Thomas led the way, where one daywauld follow.

Do you have doubts or questions about your faithgBthem to church.
Let's talk about them. Bring them to Bible study,tlee adult Sunday School class,
or Larry’s class, or set up an appointment to teith the pastor. I'd love to have
the opportunity to talk to you about spiritual neast

Thomas returned to be with the other disciples.chime back to church. In

the context of being with the others, Jesus ansivei® questions. It's here, in the
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church, that we can help each other to grow infain. Amen? Amen! Thanks be
to God.
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