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1. Resurrection: Thomas’s reaction

We have just heard the account of Jesus appearing to his disciples after his resurrection, when one of the company – Thomas – was not with them, and of a second meeting in the same place a week later, when he was. The reaction of Thomas has earned him the title ‘doubting Thomas’, which is rather unfair on this stalwart disciple who, we are told, went on to bring Christianity to India.

Despite his rather unfair nickname, Thomas has much to teach us, and was right on a number of counts. Firstly, he recognised the ultimate importance of what his friends were claiming. If this were true, it changed everything. Secondly, he was an honest man, and not afraid to express his own doubts.

One prominent Christian writer has asked whether this initial response of Thomas was a reflection of refusal to believe, or perhaps a boast – you are all gullible, I am cleverer than you – or more of a confession of personal difficulty believing something so improbable. Since Thomas was a devoted disciple, who had accompanied Jesus and seen miracles, he would surely not simply cussedly refuse to believe his companions? And any suggestion of superiority and boasting is unlikely too. Therefore this sounds more like a confession of doubt and difficulty. And the gospel tells us that Jesus responded to this in a positive way, saying ‘do not doubt, but believe’. I will return later to this positive response to his confession of doubt and uncertainty.
2.  Resurrection for us
If resurrection was hard for Thomas to get his head round, it is doubly hard for us. So let us first say what we mean by the term. I have found this a helpful summary:

Belief in the resurrection means a belief that ‘all that separates and injures and destroys has been overcome by what unites and heals and creates.’ 
(Williams 1972: 3)
Ultimately, evil, destruction and death will not have the last word.
Now that is a pretty tall claim in face of much everyday experience. And it is an even taller claim that the proof of this is something that actually happened over 2000 years ago. It is not surprising that responses today may and do mirror those of Thomas. Perhaps a simple refusal to believe.
Perhaps a sense that now that we are more sophisticated, and understand more of science, this is simply not credible.  
So what can form the basis for our belief in this improbable claim that Jesus rose from the dead?

For many Christians over the centuries, the ‘proof’ of the resurrection lies in something that Thomas had yet to witness, the change in the behaviour of those early disciples, who were turned from an ill-assorted bunch of frightened men into a force that changed the world by establishing communities which were to grow and behave in ways that were counter cultural and life giving. To men willing themselves to be martyred for what they knew inside to be a fundamental truth.  Our first reading today tells of the ways in which the early Christians shared everything they – something that would have been unprecedented in that hierarchical society. 

This may or may not convince us today. It is possible to find other social reasons for the growth of the early church, and possibly an illusion or mistaken belief can be as powerful a motivator as one that has a base in reality? Yet this remains a historical fact that cries out for some explanation.
3. Resurrection as our present experience
Resurrection is often discussed in terms either of the concrete events of what happened on the third day after the crucifixion, or as a statement of what will happen to us after death. But for me, and for many others, present experience offers more convincing proofs than arguments about the past or the future. Belief in resurrection involves holding on to the certainty of change for the better and that good will ultimately overcome evil.
I believe that we can see signs of resurrection around us; examples of our own experiences of the triumph of ‘all that unites and heals and creates’ in our present lives. 

I see evidence of this in situations that are turned around by the sacrifice of those involved. In people who have the courage to speak the truth even in situations of personal risk. In the new life that comes when people truly forsake their own interests for those of others. This element of sacrifice is key. For whatever resurrection is, it is not simply a belief that all will ultimately turn out for the best. It follows not just a death, but voluntary surrender of selfhood. It comes about when people are so rooted in God and his goodness that they are able to work towards a changed situation. 
All would agree that the resurrection of Jesus was not inevitable or predictable. It went totally against the natural order of things – that is what was so shocking about it, and that is what remains a stumbling block to belief for many today. Only the power of God could have brought such a thing about. And so it is in our own lives. I do believe that evil, destruction and death will not have the last word. But the power to achieve this comes from God, not from ourselves and our own efforts. For us, that means that we will only be able to participate in such transformation in our own lives and those around us if we are rooted in God, and able to become channels of his love and power.
Whatever our personal convictions, there is ultimately no concrete proof of the resurrection.  It remains always a mystery beyond our full comprehension. 

So it seems to me that we need a dose of Thomas’s honesty. Confessing our doubts and the ways in which we are discouraged, or knocked off course, to each other and - most importantly - to God, is a first step. We can then hope that God will respond to our doubts as he did to those of Thomas, with understanding and experiences that convince us of this spiritual truth. For Thomas, this involved concrete physical proof: the ability to touch the wounds of Jesus. For us, conviction will come in prayer and in more abstract ways that are no less real.
What we can be sure of is that this belief changes lives. 
There is a story, which I may well have told you before, of a group of prisoners in a prisoner of war camp. They were in poor conditions, and badly treated by the guards. Daily life was grim. But one had a secret radio. And on that radio, they heard one day the amazing news that the war was over. Their side was victorious. They had no idea when their own release would come, whether anyone knew of their existence, or whether some of the weaker members of their group would even survive long enough to return home. But the news transformed their lives even though in all practical ways nothing changed. The guards did not know they were defeated, and continued to treat them just as badly. But the joy of knowing that victory was won completely changed everything for the prisoners. 

Like the news of victory for those prisoners of war, so belief in the resurrection of Jesus has changed lives throughout history, and continues to do so today. We can live fearlessly in the light of this belief, undaunted by the darkness around us. The words of Jesus to his disciples were ‘peace be with you’, and this is, I believe, his wish for us too. We need no longer be afraid, of life or even of death itself.

Amen
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