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The hymn we sang before I read the Scriptures for this morning is not one that we have sung 
often during my tenure here among you.  Given its unfamiliarity for most of us, you may have 
been paying more attention to trying to stay with the tune than with the meaning of the words.  
Nevertheless, I’m curious: Did the juxtaposition of the end of the fourth verse (“but Thomas 
doubted when he heard”) and the chorus of “Alleluia!  Alleluia!” strike anyone as odd?  Should 
we be praising God for someone’s doubt? 
 
Since I was born and partly raised in Missouri, where the state motto is “Show Me,” it may not 
surprise you that my answer to that question is “Yes.  Yes, it is right and proper to give thanks 
for doubt.”  I want to talk a little this morning about why that is my response, what it is that is 
holy about doubt.  I want to review what we know about this follower of Jesus who went by one 
nickname in life and has gained another in the history of the church, what he did before and what 
he did after and what we can learn about ourselves from that story.  Because it seems to me that 
while we remember much that is important about him when we call him “Doubting Thomas,” we 
also need to remember the results of his doubts because in both ways he is and should be a model 
for us. 
 
Thomas is included in the list of the Twelve Apostles, the closest followers of Jesus, in all four 
Gospels as well as in Acts.  The Gospel According to John, in this morning’s reading, adds the 
fact that he was called “Didymus” but this may be gilding the lily.  In fact, the name Thomas is 
likely derived from a word in Aramaic, the language spoken by Jesus and disciples, which means 
“twin.”  What John’s Gospel is reporting to Greek-speaking Christians is that Jesus’ apostle who 
was called “Twin” was called “Twin.”  At no point do we learn whose twin he was.  There are a 
number of legends that cropped up in the early Church regarding this.  In the apocryphal Gospel 
of Thomas, he is called Didymus Judas Thomas: the twin, Judas the twin.  This in turn gave rise 
to the story that he was Jesus’ brother, the son of Joseph and Mary, as the Gospels of Mark and 
Matthew list one of the names of Jesus’ four brothers as Judas.  In this tradition and others, this 
Judas was known as Twin because he looked so much like Jesus and to distinguish him from the 
other Judas, he of less blessed memory.  Another tradition is that he was called Twin because he 
was so near to Jesus in thought and demeanor.  We shall likely never know, this side Jordan. 
 
What we do know is that Thomas was both loyal to Jesus and unafraid to ask questions.  Earlier 
in John’s Gospel, in chapter 11, Jesus announces to his disciples his intention to go to Bethany, 
to the home of Lazarus, Mary, and Martha, despite the dangers awaiting him in near-by 
Jerusalem.  John tells us that the disciples thought this was a bad idea: “Rabbi, the Jews were just 
now trying to stone you, and are you going there again?”  But Thomas was ready to back up their 
teacher: “Let us also go, that we may die with him.”  If Thomas was loyal, however, he didn’t 
mind seeking clarity from their occasionally cryptic Rabbi.  In John’s telling of the last meal 
Jesus shared with his friends, there is a long section of Jesus teaching them and praying for them.  
At the beginning of John, chapter 14, there is a section which some of you will recognize as one 
of my favorites: Jesus tells them, “Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe in God, believe 
also in me. In my Father’s house there are many dwelling places. If it were not so, would I have 
told you that I go to prepare a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come 
again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also. And you know the 
way to the place where I am going.” Thomas said to him, “Lord, we do not know where you are 
going. How can we know the way?” 
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A portrait of the man begins to emerge: loyal to his convictions but not willing to go along with 
something that he doesn’t understand.  Thomas’ best known attribute, of course, is revealed in 
the story which I read a few minutes ago, the one that earned him the sobriquet of Doubting 
Thomas with his famous pronouncement, “Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and 
put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe.” 
 
This famous doubting of Thomas has led to many Christians over the centuries, many preachers 
among them, holding Thomas up as a lesser breed of believer, one who did not take things on the 
word of the authorities but demanded proof for himself.  This, it seems to me, is quite 
unwarranted.  After all, his fellow apostles were hardly put in authority over Thomas, Peter’s 
claim to the keys notwithstanding.  They were his peers, his fellows, and they were telling him 
something quite outlandish.  Jesus raised from the dead?  After three days?  And with the ability 
to pass through a locked door?  What sort of ghost story were they trying to sell him?  While 
Jesus might have the ability to raise Lazarus, as they’d seen, who had the ability to raise Jesus?  
And Lazarus had been restored to his old body – he couldn’t walk through a door; they’d had to 
peel the nasty smelling grave clothes off of him.  The whole thing sounded pretty far-fetched. 
 
On the whole, I’m a fan of this brave, questioning apostle and his “doubts.”  I believe that doubts 
are holy; doubts are, for many of us, the doorway to faith.  Perhaps it’s because I’m from 
Missouri but I doubt it.  I was raised, though, to ask questions and not to settle for easy answers.  
That was true at school and it was even true at church.  I thank God for Sunday School teachers 
like Bill Crouch and Harold Holloway and Lee & Lee Waits (they were a husband-wife team, 
often referred to as He-Lee and She-Lee), for a youth minister named Tim Cleary, and for the 
pastor of my pre-teen and teen years, Rev. Dr. Homer Carter.  I don’t remember any of them, 
ever once, admonishing me for asking too many questions.  They knew that I asked because I 
was interested, because I thought their answers mattered. 
 
It’s true that I had that dreaded experience that many would-be seminarians have.  When, as a 
teen, I announced my intention to go to seminary, a few well-meaning, mostly older adults came 
to me and clucked over me sympathetically and said, “Now, don’t you let those seminary 
professors steal your faith.”  At the time, I didn’t know what they meant and couldn’t imagine.  
After all, we regularly had professors from the Southern Baptist seminaries visit us as pulpit 
supply or revival preachers.  Especially professors from The Southern Baptist Theological 
Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky, from which Homer Carter had received his M.Div. and DMin 
degrees and particularly his mentor, Rev. Dr. Harold Songer.  These men (they were all men 
then, alas) were giants of the faith to me.  How could they “steal my faith?”  Of course, I 
understood better once I got to Southern.  There, I saw these men, and finally a few women, too, 
like Molly Marshall-Green and, what was that young woman’s name whose boys were in the 
Seminary daycare with Kit?.. oh, yes, Pam Scalise… I saw them ruthlessly insisting that young 
would-be preacher boys from across the South examine their presuppositions and be ready to 
abandon them in the face of more rigorous scholarship.  Some of my peers couldn’t handle it.  I 
saw them fall to pieces and desert, fleeing home and denouncing the Seminary as a vipers’ pit of 
unbelief in those contentious days.  They didn’t understand the difference between faithless 
cynicism and faithful inquiry. 
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If Thomas had been a cynic, he would have rejected the reappearance of Jesus as a trick.  He 
would have denied the physical proof he was offered in order to protect the beliefs he’d grown 
accustomed to, his worldview.  There’s a lot of that going on in our world today, by the way, 
whether the topic is climate change or white privilege or the roots of poverty, homelessness, and 
addiction.  No matter how far down the path of knowledge you try to lead some folks, you can’t 
make them think.  What those good men and women at Southern Seminary were doing was 
inviting us to lay aside the kind of cynicism that disguises itself as innocence and faithfulness in 
favor of a real, examined faithfulness.  It was and is in the best Baptist tradition.  We do not 
baptize infants because their faith is not yet their own.  Infant baptism presumes that the faith of 
the mother and the father will be sufficient for the child.  But it never is.  We all have to grow up 
and make our faith in God and in God’s Christ our own.  We have to wrestle with our faith, just 
as Jacob was made to wrestle with God and in doing so was rewarded with his nickname: Israel – 
he struggles with God.  If the Church is the new Israel, then we, too, are called to wrestle with 
God. 
 
To be fair, we must remember that for some people, wrestling simply isn’t in their makeup.  
When they hear that something is so from someone they trust, that’s enough.  They accept the 
truths revealed in the Bible uncritically.  They have been blessed with what Jesus called the faith 
of a little child, where questions do not intrude on love.  Jesus had a word for both groups of 
believers: “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.”  We cannot see 
the risen Christ face to face, put our fingers in his hands and our hands in his side.  But whether 
we ask hard questions, like Thomas, or simply accept with the faith of a child, we have come to 
believe something we have not seen, only that which has been reported to us and which we have 
felt move in our lives. 
 
We do not have much other Biblical evidence for the rest of Thomas’ story.  He is listed in Acts 
1:13 as being part of the group that stayed in Jerusalem – the apostles, Jesus’ mother and 
brothers, the women who had been in the inner circle.  We know that they stayed through 
Pentecost, praying in the upper room.  Our other passage this morning gives good evidence of 
what that group must have been up to in the heady days immediately after Pentecost.  It is 
reasonable to assume that Thomas was included in the apostles that day, when Jesus’ friends 
were flogged for their insistence that he had indeed be raised from the dead.  Any doubts Thomas 
had held were now turned to the bravest faith imaginable. 
 
Legend tells us that Thomas was one of the apostles who took the Good News of God through 
Jesus to what were then the uttermost ends of the earth.  According to those old tales, Thomas 
travelled to Parthia and ultimately to India where he converted many to the Way before he died.  
Modern scholarship is conclusive that Christianity was well-established in India by the sixth 
century of the Common Era and may well date back to the first century.  The oldest Christian 
traditions in India proudly point to Mar Thoma, St. Thomas, as the founder of the church in that 
huge nation.  Christianity is the third most followed religion in India, behind Hinduism and Islam 
but ahead of Jainism and Buddhism.  Not bad work for a doubter. 
 
Thomas’ questing for the truth, his refusal to take an easy answer or to blindly accept someone 
else’s experience as normative, and his faithfulness to the truth once he’d arrived at it make him 
a hero to me.  I imagine him as one who hung on Jesus’ every word, hungry for the revealed 
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truth about God.  His desire to experience the truth would have made Psalm 34 a favorite for 
him: “O taste and see that the Lord is good.”  He of all the apostles would surely have 
appreciated the symbolic act that Jesus initiated for them on the night he was betrayed.  Thomas 
would have hungrily devoured the bread of affliction that Jesus called his body, the very 
substance of his being.  Thomas would have greedily drunk from the cup of joy that Jesus called 
his blood, his life essence revealing the incredible love of the Creator for the Children of God.  
Were Thomas to be restored to us today, I think he would delight in telling us his story and then 
saying, “But don’t take my word for it.  God has blessed you because you have not seen and yet 
have come to believe.  Be faithful to what God has given you.  Go and tell our sisters and our 
brothers what you know to be true – Christ is risen!  Alleluia!” 
 
For our doubts, which are holy, for the doubters and all who come to believe and whose belief 
changes the world, thanks be to God. 


