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             John 20:19-31


Thomas is one of my heroes.  


I admire Thomas because he had the courage to admit that he didn’t have the certainty about Christ’s resurrection that everyone else around him had.  It’s hard to say out loud that you don’t believe what everyone around you believes, especially if they are really excited about their beliefs, if they are really energized about them.  I’ve often thought about what it was like for him to live with the other disciples for a week when they all had seen the resurrected Christ and he hadn’t.  I don’t know if they were kind to him, understanding and supportive, or if they got kind of annoyed at him, if they pressured him to just trust them and go along with the flow.  Whatever their behavior, whatever their attitude, I imagine that week was incredibly difficult for Thomas.  I imagine he felt a lot of pressure—internally and externally—to just pretend to believe, to fake it till he makes it and all that.  But he didn’t—and that took courage.


I also admire Thomas because he stayed with the disciples, even when they all believed something that he didn’t believe.  That’s not what most of us would do.  Most of us like to hang around with people who basically think like we do.  I think that if I was in Thomas’ position—and if I had Thomas’ courage to stick with my questions and doubts—I don’t think I would have lasted a week.  Maybe I would have stayed with my friends for a few days—hoping that I would grow in my understanding, or hoping that their passion for the unbelievable thing would wear off.  But when neither thing happens, when they still all believe and I still don’t believe, I think I would have left pretty quickly.  By Wednesday, at the latest.  It would have been just too uncomfortable.  And yet, Thomas stayed.  Why do you think he did that?  Maybe he was just stubborn.  Maybe he was committed to changing his friends’ mind.  Or maybe he just loved them that much.  He was committed to being in relationship with them, whether or not they all agreed.  I admire that in Thomas, and I imagine the other disciples admired that in him too.  As it turned out, the entire community received a gift because Thomas stayed with them for that whole uncomfortable week.  They all got to see Jesus again.  So in the end, all of their belief was strengthened and deepened by Thomas’ doubt.


For a long time, these were the things that I admired about Thomas—his courage, and his commitment to his community.  In fact, these two qualities seemed to me to be the key virtues of a person of faith—virtues that are just as important today as they were then.  But over the past couple of years, I’ve come to appreciate something else about Thomas, and I think that is in part because I’ve come to appreciate a quality in the Christian life that I didn’t really value before.  I admire the fact that Thomas is willing to change his mind.


This quality in Thomas is so obvious in the story that perhaps it doesn’t even catch our attention at first.  Of course Thomas changes his mind—after all, he is presented with absolutely irrefutable evidence.  He says he can’t believe that Christ is risen until his sees the risen Christ with his own eyes—and he gets exactly what he asks for.  But I have come to believe that there really isn’t any such thing as irrefutable evidence.  I don’t think we should underestimate the people’s power to see exactly what they want to see, what they think they should see, and to interpret even hard, physical evidence in a way that fits their worldview.  Had Thomas been as fully committed to his doubts as I have been to mine at times, I think the Risen Christ could have appeared in front of him, and Thomas could have written it off to a trick with mirrors.  He could have shut his eyes.  He could have found reason to be out of the room again.


If you have any doubt about our human ability to adjust the evidence in front of us to fit our expectations, there’s two good books out right now that will lay it all out for you quite clearly:  Blink, by Malcolm Gladwell, and Stumbling on Happiness by Daniel Gilbert.  The research these men cite is amazing—it shows the lengths we will go to to see the world as consistent with our understanding, our worldview.


But Thomas changed his mind.  He was able not only to see the Risen Christ, but recognize him, and within a blink of an eye, he threw out his old understanding of what was real and true, and adopted an entirely new one.  
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