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 As far as we can tell, John wrote his book about seventy years after the Crucifixion, so he 

wasn’t there when it all happened, wasn’t one of the twelve, and John writes for people who 

may not look at the world in the same way as those who got their information from Mark, 

Matthew, or Luke.  John’s Jesus preaches like a Greek philosopher—a Jewish Socrates—and 

one of the notions he wants to dispute is this Platonic notion that the physical world—these 

bodies we live in—don’t really matter; they’re inferior to the immortal soul, the purer, spiritual 

realm.  That sort of thinking ran through a whole lot of texts the church turned against— 

gospels that bishops two centuries later rejected and burned. 

 

 John’s Jesus doesn’t come back as a ghost.  Even though people cannot always tell who 

he is at first, he can be touched.  John tells us that when somebody you’ve lost comes back—

resurrected—you’ll actually feel he or she’s really there; your hands won’t slip through someone 

made of fog or smoke. . . . 

 

 Whether you agree with him, this is part of John’s lesson today. . . . 

 

A Reading from the Gospel According to John 

Chapter 20:19-31 

 19So when it was early evening of the first day of the week, and the doors of the house 

where the students met were locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood in their midst 

and said to them, “Peace to you.”  20And saying this he showed his hands and his side to them.  

The students rejoiced when they saw the lord.  21So Jesus said to them again, “Peace to you. As 

the father sent me, so I send you.”  22And saying this, he breathed over them and said to them, 

“Receive the Holy Spirit.  23For any whose sins you forgive they are forgiven.  For any whose sins 



 

 

 

you do not release, they are not released.”  24But Thomas, who was one of the twelve, called the 

Twin, was not with them when Jesus came.  25So the other students were saying to him, “We 

have seen the lord.”  But he said to them, “Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and I 

put my finger in the place of the nails and I put my hand into his side, I shall not believe.” 

 26After eight days the students were again in the house, and Thomas was with them.  

Though the doors were shut, Jesus stood in their midst and said, “Peace to you.”  27Then he said 

to Thomas, “Bring your fingers here and see my hands, and bring your hand and put it in my 

side, and do not be without faith but of faith.”  28Thomas answered saying to him, “My lord and 

my God!”  29Jesus said to him, “Do you believe because you have seen me?  Blessed are they who 

have not seen and believe.”  30Jesus performed many other signs before his students, which have 

not been written in this book.  31But these things were written that you may believe that Jesus is 

the Messiah, the Son of God, and that in believing you may have life in his name. 

Translated by Willis Barnstone 

* 

 Mary of Magdala came alone to a grave, but the corpse was gone.  Peter and a friend ran 

to investigate—they peeked inside the tomb, but all they found were those linens the women 

wrapped Jesus in.  

 After they’d left, Jesus appeared to Mary beside two angels.  She didn’t recognize him 

until after he’d said her name.  

 Now, John says that evening the others see Jesus too.  His friends have barricaded 

themselves in a secret room.  They would like to slip out of town—flee back to Galilee—except 

the way, the truth, and the life bursts in on them.   

 You see, they’re in a tomb—might as well be—frightened, bereft of hope.  All of a sudden, 

Jesus appears.  Risen.   Alive. 

 Thomas, who isn’t around at the time, misses the meeting and says there’s no way he’ll 

believe Christ has come back till he sees the wounds made by the nails. 



 

 

 

 Ever since, he’s been called Doubting Thomas, whichisn’t fair.  He represents us all, who 

weren’t witnesses—who didn’t see.  He isn’t ready—not at first, anyway—to rejoice and sing—

not so soon after watching someone he loves die horribly. 

* 

 As you walk into this or to just about Reformed church, the first thing that catches your 

eye’s likely to be a big, empty Cross.  It’s empty because we pray to the Risen Christ—Christ 

who came down, Christ who’ll come back—and because we don’t think God demands we crucify 

him again each day, thousands of times a day, in chapels all over the world.  We can’t worship a 

God who can only be satisfied if we find the perfect victim, and torture him to death 

continually. 

 We can’t scrub Good Friday from our theology, but may not think it means exactly what 

medieval Christians did.  Priests portrayed God as a furious king, and nothing else but blood—

Jesus’ blood—could pay the debt for my sins, and for yours, and for everyone else’s. 

 Maybe, though, God isn’t like that at all.  If you’ve been hurting since a loved one died, or 

you’ve been ill and scared of what’s ahead, if you’re in therapy—or if you ought to be—writes, 

Father Chris Ryan, 

 “The empty Cross tells us not to jump too quickly to resurrection, as if [it] were a trump card that 

somehow absolves us from suffering.  The Resurrection is not a divine ‘get-out-of-jail free’ card that immunizes 

people from pain, suffering or death. . . .    The empty Cross reminds us that we cannot avoid suffering and death.  

At the same time, the empty Cross tells us that, because of Jesus’ death, the meaning of pain, suffering and our own 

death has changed, that these are not all-crushing or definitive.  The empty Cross says that the way through to 

resurrection must always break in from without as something new, that it cannot be taken hold of in advance of 

suffering or seized as a panacea to pain.  In other words, the empty Cross is a sign of hope.  It tells us that th e new 



 

 

 

life of God surprises us, comes at a moment we cannot expect, and reminds us that experiences of pain, grief and 

dying are suffused with the presence of Christ, the One Who was crucified and is now risen.”1  

 An empty Cross doesn’t glorify pain—doesn’t cry “See, this pleases God.”  Nor does it 

trivialize or ignore that our Savior was broken and, sometimes, we come to church broken as 

well. 

 Two of my seminary professors used to hold services at a prison.  Outside the chapel, 

there was an old battered statue of Jesus.  Some of the fingers had broken off.  Jesus’ nose was 

cracked.  And they thought it would be a good idea to get a new statue—untll the inmates said 

“Please, don’t take the Jesus we’ve got.” 

 Because he looked as troubled, as damaged, as they felt.  When Thomas says, “I need to see 

his wounds,” he’s not just skeptical.  He hasn’t slept much at all since Wednesday.  He’s 

traumatized. . . . 

* 

Most who were told “Christ is risen!” would’ve assumed this was a hoax.  Early reports by 

Roman scribes weren’t convinced.  Maybe Jesus didn=t actually die of his wounds, but was 

revived by sorcery.  Maybe a look-alike got himself captured and died in his place.  Maybe some 

grave-robbers stole the body, so it was Jesus’ brother whom Mary met.  All of these rumors 

swept through Jerusalem back in John’s day.  

Our gospels attempt to prove those first disciples weren=t just gullible.  They want to 

show stubborn people like Thomas weren=t deceived. . . .    

Why do we pray to a murdered Messiah nobody’s seen in two thousand years?  

Why must we insist a man who’d been buried comes back to life? 

                                                           

1  Fr. Chris Ryan MGL, “In The Light Of The Cross: Reflections On The Australian Journey Of The World Youth Day Cross 
And Icon.”   Online text @ https://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/5539786.Chris_Ryan_MGL 

http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/5539786.Chris_Ryan_MGL
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/16439867
http://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/16439867


 

 

 

John says we believe because we’ve been blessed, but we=ve had lots of help, from 

Michelangelo, Leonardo, Handel and Bach.  We have  grown up in a culture of crosses crowning 

steeples wherever we go.  We don’t find corpses hanging from crosses outside of town.  

 If you’ve been lucky—you’re making money, children are healthy, loved ones are safe—

it’s not so hard to accept what they taught you in Sunday school. . . . 

It’s when we’re frightened or sick that we’re not so sure. 

I can’t tell if at least some of those soldiers in foxholes say there’s no God—but if I’m told 

“You’ve got leukemia,” if I find out I’m about to go bankrupt, if  I get a call my son’s in the hospital, 

“Come as quick as you can”—I will have questions nobody can answer.  I will have doubts. 

Thomas teaches us Christ doesn’t get angry or turn against us when we despair.   

At the same time, if you just can’t commit yourself until all of your doubts melt away, 

you’ll never find out how poor, worried fishermen got to be saints.  They were willing to act as 

if—as if what Jesus told them were true.  Live now as if you already believe, and over time, what 

you see and you feel will change.  Matter of fact, one day that’s going to change what you are.   

* 

On the first night of Easter, all the disciples except for Thomas hid in a room.  He, at 

least, ventured out into the city for news, or for bread.  Craig Barnes suggests that what 

frightened the others wasn’t Jerusalem’s secret police.  They hid from ridicule—couldn’t bear to 

hear what the crowd would say, once they’d left Jesus behind.  

These men, Barnes claims, were too ashamed they’d done so little and believed so much.2  

Until Christ steps through the door and he breathes his Spirit into them.  

Do I believe in God? I can’t remember a day when I didn’t.  But I confess that along the 

way, I’ve stopped believing all kinds of things people told me about God while I was growing up.   
                                                           

2 Craig Barnes, ACrying Shame, in The Christian Century, April 6, 2004, p.  16.  



 

 

 

I don’t believe in a God who is waiting to catch us in sin and send us to Hell.  I don’t 

believe in a God who tells leaders when to go to war.  I don’t believe in a God who wreaks 

terrible havoc in people’s lives—or sends disease, or tsunamis, or earthquakes when he gets 

mad.  I can’t believe in a God who loves children in the USA more than kids anywhere else.  I 

don’t believe in a God who says “Science or faith, but you can’t both.”  I can’t believe in a God who 

wants us to treat immigrants as less than full human beings.  

It took me most of my life to find out what I believe instead. . . .   

Today in our reading, Christ comes to Thomas, and in a sense he asks, “What must you see to 

believe I would die for you?  What do you—personally, not generally—you, Thomas—you, Donna—you, 

Hannah—you, Clinton—what do you need to see I won’t, abandon you?  You need to see the wounds, you need to 

touch—.”  

No, no, no, please—Thomas responds, as most of us probably would.   

* 

 One last word about what happens to Thomas.  Dismiss it if you like, but there’s a story 

about him depicted in Byzantine art.  Some early scriptures say Mary, the mother of Jesus, 

didn’t actually die; one day she went off to heaven with angels and never returned.  Nobody else 

ever saw this but Thomas.  Somehow or other, he managed to be there, and when he ran to tell 

others they laughed and said he was crazy. 

 At least until they found some of her clothes left on the ground or caught up in the 

treetops, as if they’d fallen from a great height. 

 God bless you all. 

 


