
Sermon on Feast of St Thomas – 2011

Today the Church celebrates the witness of the Apostle Thomas. He is an honoured 
member of the twelve apostles of Christ – honoured especially in India where he is 
believed to have gone to preach the gospel and founded the Church there. Thomas is 
mentioned in all lists of the apostles in the gospels but figures largely only in John's 
Gospel. Here it was his insistence on seeing the risen Christ and touching his wounds for 
himself which has led to his association with the phrase “doubting Thomas” and his 
connection with the whole topic of doubt.

So I want to speak about doubt this morning and also to take one final chance in our 
current theme over the last few weeks looking at mission; and to make a link between 
doubt and mission.

First of all mission . A few weeks ago at Pentecost I quoted Rowan Williams when he said 
that mission is: “finding out what God is doing and joining in” - and I talked about how 
every community is a place of mission – it's not something that happens far away – it's 
here and now in Wokingham, in our parish here;  or Reading or Bracknell or wherever you 
live or work; and as Christians, as people of God, we are about being part of God's 
mission in the world – making a difference in our homes, communities and workplaces – 
bringing God's presence and power of love closer and more tangible. And  I talked then 
about how one of the challenges for churches as communities or organisations is how can 
we shape ourselves to help not hinder those who struggle with faith to a lesser or greater 
degree of intensity. There is a large group of people in this town and every place who 
have responded in some way to the call of God in Christ – and are trying to do that in 
their lives – but who struggle for it to become truly meaningful and powerful for them – who 
would like to be closer to God;  but there are barriers and distractions. Doubt in God, doubt 
about God, is part of that atmosphere and the environment of our culture in which we are 
living and trying to express that mission of God's in our communities. And because of that 
let's not think it is only people outside the close membership of the Church who struggle 
with faith – all of us may from time to time struggle with faith in God.

So what about doubt. There are strident voices as you know in the so-called intellectual life 
of our country at present which say that it is right to doubt in God. You remember the 
atheists' bus posters in London a couple of years back saying “There is probably no 
God...” Mostly these people rely on the simple idea that you should not believe in things for 
which there is no proof. Some of these critics are  virulently opposed to all forms of  faith 
because they see it as a moral failure – faith is wrong because it goes beyond a rational 
assessment of the facts as we have them. So faith is a kind of pig-headed refusal to face 
the cold hard reality of life as they see it and that 's dangerous and deluded in their view. 
These “new atheists” reckon faith in God goes totally against the rational process of basing 
all our judgements on what can be shown to be the case rather than what  - as they see 
faith – our fears or imaginations tell us. Most of them see science and religion as 
necessarily at war with each other and they are happy to play their part in continual 
skirmishes on the front-line in their vain hope that science  will push religious faith back 
into the sea. 

The flip side of this way of thinking is a mutated form of religion – what we often call 
fundamentalism. To counteract the perceived corrosion of faith by intellectual doubts about 
evidence for God, fundamentalism tries to base faith in God on absolute mental certainty. 
In this way of believing faith is all about accepting certain propositions as beyond the 
possibility of doubt; unquestionable ; irrefutable, and unanswerable. Either you accept 



them without question or you are not a believer. Actually  in modern times I believe all 
churches have been affected by this way of thinking to some degree – fundamentalism is 
just an extreme form of it - and all Christians in Western society at least have been 
influenced by the notion that to be a true Christian you have to sign up, mentally if not in 
writing, to a set of propositions. There has been a long history in all churches– for about 
the last 500 years anyway -  of putting the emphasis on what adherents think about God 
and Christ  - on what they say they believe about God;  rather than on emphasising 
loving God and loving neighbour as the core goals of being a Christian. 

So when we read that Jesus calls blessed those who have not seen and yet have believed 
– as we heard in the gospel today - we might easily be understanding  this through the 
framework of that whole argument and counter-argument  -that yes being a Christian is all 
about accepting certain beliefs as true and suspending critical thinking if required by the 
faith.

So let's get back to Thomas and look more closely. Is that what was going on here with 
Thomas? Was the apostle Thomas burdened with the notion that the only things you can 
believe truly are those things for which you have irrefutable evidence which can be shown 
to be the case. I don't think so – this type of thinking has only become commonplace in the 
modern era. It wasn't part of  people's  mental furnishing in the time of Jesus. So doubting 
Thomas was not a classic example of the so-called rational man who won't believe 
anything until its been proved to him beyond question.

So what was the issue for Thomas? Well I think this was an issue about trust. Thomas' 
doubts were a lack of trust rather than a lack of evidence. He just didn't trust his 
colleagues enough to take what they told him on trust – he wanted to see and touch the 
risen Christ for himself. So Thomas doubt comes rather out of his doubt in people rather 
than a desire to have proven evidence. That is why he doesn't believe what the disciples 
tell him happened a week earlier. He doesn't trust them so much.

But there is another thing about Thomas' concern which has a strong bearing I feel on the 
question of mission. Thomas didn't only want to see the face of Jesus – he wanted to 
confirm his true identity in a much deeper way – he wanted to  touch his scars. He wanted 
to be assured that the One who God had raised was the very one who had suffered and 
died. Please hold that thought because I will come back to it at the end.

You will sometimes hear preachers saying that because Thomas the Apostle doubted that 
means its OK to doubt. But let's hear what Jesus said to him – Jesus said “Do not doubt 
but believe” and also “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to 
believe”. And we see  that Thomas' ultimate conclusion is to confess Christ as his Lord and 
God. He overcame his doubt and Christ helped him to do so.

So is doubt OK or not? Well, doubt is a natural and normal experience and in that sense 
it's OK. A caring Christian approach never condemns doubt as if no Christian should ever 
doubt God. That would be inhuman and unrealistic. It is also unbiblical. Thomas was not 
the only person in the Bible who doubted God. The psalms are full of  passages where the 
psalmist cries out doubting if God is really hearing his prayer or really cares about his 
situation. We all have those times of doubt; some more than others. So doubt of this kind 
which is a genuine expression of our experiences and how we feel  is never something to 
be condemned. On the other hand neither is doubt a long-term sustainable position  - 
especially if what we are really thinking about when we say doubt is the opposite of trust. 
For the gift of abundant life which God has given us in Christ is the life when we  place our 



complete confidence and  trust in God, not to doubt God in that sense at all – but to know 
and to be confident in God as our Lord and our God. This is what God wants for all people 
– and so God's grace and mercy – the Spirit of God is always working to dispel this kind of 
doubt. But then we can add that God never wastes our experiences either  - they may 
become opportunities to grow and that's why some do say that through the experience of 
doubt - as we go through this  - our faith in God can be strengthened.

If it is true then that the doubts of Thomas were more about lack of trust in people than 
lack of evidence then we can learn something from this story of Thomas I believe about 
mission and how we go about it. Because Thomas at first did not trust the disciples it 
means he did not trust the church – he did not trust the body of Christ to be who it is., truly 
the hands, feet and heart of the crucified and yet risen One. Thomas  needed to confirm 
that the resurrection life of Christ at work in that body was the life of the one who had been 
humiliated and crucified to death. He needed to see Christ and touch the wounds to have 
that assurance.

What is one of the greatest stumbling-blocks and causes of doubt and lack of confidence 
in God in all our communities? I reckon it's not so much lack of evidence for the existence 
God but confusion  - doubt - over how there can be a loving God and also be suffering and 
violence in the world. The message we need people to trust us about when we share the 
good news of Christ 's resurrection is that it shows truly God's mission in the world is to 
meet all his suffering people in our need and to bring reconciliation and hope; healing and 
peace - as Jesus did - through the power of self-giving love – absorbing the violence in his 
own self-emptying as Jesus did and as his wounds attested.

In an atmosphere and a culture of doubt in God and a lack of trust in the body of Christ we 
need to shape our church and our  own lives to help and not hinder those who struggle 
with doubt in God;  so that we all may learn to trust the love and vulnerable power of God 
given to us in the crucified and risen Christ. When people come to trust the body of Christ 
– that is one another – people- to be as Christ to others and to minister as Christ does – 
then mission is happening and people will be blessed to have come to believe though we 
have not seen yet with our eyes  the One who was, and is, and is to come.


