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Easter 2B (2006)

If I were to tell you an embarrassing story about someone who got up to receive an award and wound up revealing all their insecurities to the world by giving a speech in which they talked about how thrilled they were to know that everyone “liked them, really liked them” you’d all probably know I was talking about Sally Fields.

Or, if I told you a story about a Vice President getting up in front of the whole country during a visit to a school and making himself look pretty foolish by telling a student he had misspelled the word potato when that student had actually spelled it correctly, you’d know I was talking about Dan Quayle.

We all have times in our lives when we have said or done things that we wish we hadn’t.  For that matter, many of us could, I’m sure, come up with times when we have repeatedly done things that, looking back, we wish we hadn’t done.  But those moments—which we ALL have—should not brand us forever.  The comments we make or things we do at given moments in our lives are just that—moments in our lives.  They should not define all that we are for the rest of the time we are on this earth. Unfortunately, as Sally Fields and Dan Quayle will tell you, we often allow that to happen.  And in this morning’s Gospel reading, we are given another example of someone who experienced just that kind of labeling.

If I were to mention the names of almost any of the disciples and asked you to write down the first word that came into your mind, it is unlikely that any two of you would come up with the same word.  That is, unless I said the name of Thomas.  

If I mention the name Thomas, there is little question that the word most everyone would write down would be “doubt.”  In fact, so closely have we associated Thomas with this word, that we have coined the phrase “Doubting Thomas.”  

And all this comes from that single moment in time when Thomas expressed his doubts about the resurrection.
Because of that one moment, Thomas the Apostle has forever been labeled as the patron saint of people with weak faith.  Yet, when Jesus headed for Jerusalem, and the disciples thought that it would be certain death for him to do so, surprisingly, it was Thomas who said: “Then let us go, so that we may die with him.”  It was also Thomas who made the most definitive statement in all the Gospels about the Divinity of Christ when he called Jesus, “My Lord, and my God.”  In fact, Thomas is the only person in the Bible who calls Jesus “God” without qualification of any kind.  And this from the person we have come to label as “Doubting Thomas.”
So, what can we learn about our faith from the life of Thomas the Apostle? 
First, we can learn not to blame ourselves for being uncertain about our faith.  So often the church’s handling of doubt is to make it synonymous with disbelief and to squash it.  But Jesus never condemned Thomas.  And he never condemned doubt.  In fact, even Jesus had doubts.  On the cross, Jesus cried out, “Father, why have you forsaken me.”  So I think Jesus understood that once Thomas worked through his doubts, he would be a faithful servant of God.  And he knows that about us as well.
Authentic faith always begins with intellectual honesty, and doubt is the bedrock of honesty. Put it another way: Faith is not the absence of doubt; it is the overcoming of doubt.  I have had doubts. I have been standing by a graveside on a wet winter day, and I have thought silently to myself: Is it all true? Is the resurrection real?  Or is it all simply an ancient myth designed to get us through difficult times? 
But then I am reminded of what Alfred Lloyd Tennyson said: “There lives more faith in honest doubt than in half the creeds of Christendom.”

So first, from Thomas we can learn not to blame ourselves for having doubt.
The second thing we can learn from the life of Thomas is that the most enduring things in life can never be proven.  Jesus said: “Thomas, you have believed because you have seen. Blessed are those who have not seen and yet still believe.”  I don’t know how that makes you feel but it is a great comfort to me.  Because I will never see Jesus in this life.  I will not have the chance to put my finger in the place where the nails were. I will not touch his pierced side. It will never be proven to me that he was raised from the dead.
But let me ask you: How can you conclusively prove the existence of friendship, or faith?  How can you establish beyond a shadow of a doubt your devotion to your children?  Tomorrow morning come to my office and bring me verifiable evidence that love exists.  You can’t.
If the goal of your life is for someone to show you a photograph of God, then you will be forever disappointed. Let me tell you what happens when we live in a purely rational world, one where miracles are removed from our way of thinking.  We end up losing our faith in the possibilities of life.  We become susceptible to losing hope. 
Two thoursand years ago, the disciples were witnesses to some kind of miraculous events that changed their lives and the lives of countless millions of people.  I am convinced that the church did not accomplish 2000 years of life inside the walls of a closed dark tomb.  Rather, the Church is alive today only because Jesus is alive in the Church.
We really must leave some room for mysticism in our view of the world. That does not preclude science. That does not preclude reason. What it does mean is that the most important things in your life will never be conclusively proven. You will, on a daily and even momentary basis, need to live by faith. 
So, the second thing to learn from the life of Thomas is to be comfortable with the need on some level in your life to live by faith.  Be resigned to some extent with the mystery of life.  It’s a difficult thing for many people to do.  But that’s why we don’t have communities of “fact” to support us.  We have communities of “faith” to support us.
And third, and perhaps most importantly, from the life of Thomas the Apostle, we can learn that we must never allow a single moment in time to define who we are.  I truly believe that the God we know is a living God who continues to move and create in our own day.  And if I believe that, then I must say that no event in my life—no matter how embarrassing or foolish or tragic—can define what the totality of my life can or should be about.  If the disciples allowed the events of Good Friday to permamently define what they were about, they’d never have been able to experience Easter Sunday.

Ironically, it is the Gospel of Thomas (one of the recently discovered gnostic Gospels) that speaks most powerfully to what I am trying to say this morning.  

In the Gospel of Thomas, Jesus is quoted as saying this, “When you know yourselves, then you will be known, and you will understand that you are children of the living Father.  But if you do not know yourselves, then you live in poverty and you are the poverty.”  Know yourself.  And know that you are more than any single moment in your life.
[This morning we are baptizing William Halapua—son of Viliami and Setita Halapua.  And if I had one piece of advice to give Viliami and Setita today about what this day should mean for you and for William as you bring him up in the faith, it would be that today should be a day that will always remind you to teach William to 1) not be too hard on himself when he has doubts in life; 2) to leave open the possibility of mystery in life; and 3) to never let a single moment define who he is.  Because we never know what God has in store for us in our life.]

I saw Sally Fields interviewed on television a few years back after her amazing performance in the movie “Steel Magnolias.”  In that interview, she was asked whether her comments at the Academy Awards back in 1984 still haunted her.  Her response was one that defines for me the difference between “Good Friday” people and “Easter” people.  And it sums up what I am saying this morning. 

Ms. Fields said, “Ya know, that was just part of who I was at that time.  I’m no more embarrassed by it now than I am by the fact that for several years of my professional life I put on a nun’s habit and pretended I could fly.  It was something that happened in that moment and it was part of who I was at that moment.  It does not define all that I have become or achieved in the years since.”

It does not define all that I have become or achieved in the years since.  THAT is a statement of faith.  Because it is a statement that affirms the unlimited possibilities in life when we live as God’s children.  Affirming that in the end, only God has the right to judge us on how we have lived and who we have become.  May we all (and especially little William) know that view of life today and forever.

Amen.
