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At a slumber party or on a youth retreat, did you ever 

play that game where someone says, “whatever you 

do, don’t think about elephants!” and the harder you 

try not to think about elephants, the more you think 

about elephants. I’m not really sure what the point of 

that game is or was, but I remember trying not to 

think about elephants.  This morning, my version of 

that game is going to be “whatever you do, don’t think 

about the corona virus!”  Because let’s face it, that’s on 

everyone’s mind.  It’s the subject of every late night 

comedian’s monologue (delivered in an empty room, 

kind of like this sermon).  It’s the subject of most of 

the articles in the newspaper, online or in print.  It’s 

posting on Facebook.  It’s made its way into ideas for 

cooking, decorating, entertaining during this time of 

social distancing.  It’s caused all kinds of words to be 

used in ordinary conversation:  social distancing, 

pandemic, quarantine, Zooming, masking.  So even 

though COVID-19 is on everyone’s mind, let’s play the 

game that you try not to think about the corona virus 

as I preach this sermon.  And don’t count this preface 

against me, time-wise, either, for those who enjoy a 

shorter sermon.   



 

In the weeks ahead, up until Pentecost Sunday, which 

is May 31st, we’re going to hear about post-

resurrection stories.  The gospel of John has two, one 

of which you will hear about this morning, the gospel 

of Luke has two, the gospel of Matthew has one, and 

the Book of Acts has one.  The gospel of Mark has no 

post-resurrection appearance of Jesus, even though 

later on, some first or second century writer added 

one because Mark just needed a better ending, I 

guess. 

 

Our story from John for this morning happened on 

the evening of Jesus’ resurrection, so that was a week 

ago.  You remember, the two women went to the 

tomb, saw the angel sitting on the large stone which 

had been rolled away, and were told that Jesus had 

risen and would meet them in Galilee.  And as the 

women made a beeline for Galilee, they ran into 

Jesus, their resurrection Lord, who sent them on their 

way, saying he would join them soon. 

On the evening of that day, that resurrection day, 

John tells us that disciples were all together in the 

house.  We don’t know whose house, maybe it was the 

common meeting place, the disciples “club house.”  

Presumably, the women had accomplished their task 



of telling the disciples that Jesus had risen and they 

had seen him alive, which might account for the 

reason they were afraid and hiding, since they weren’t 

exactly loyal to their leader.  However, John adds that 

“the doors were locked for fear of the Jews,” which 

suggests that the disciples figured they would be 

squarely blamed for the missing body of Jesus.  The 

disciples may have heard what the women said, but if 

we cross-pollinate our gospel accounts, we know that 

in the gospel of Luke, after the women told the 

disciples that Jesus was alive, it seemed to the 

disciples to be just an idle tale.  “oh those women!  

What will they come up with next?” 

 

They believed the part about the tomb being empty 

but not so much the Jesus-is-alive part, so they 

hunkered down in their clubhouse and wondered 

what to do next?   

 

I think Thomas could only stand so much sitting 

around, and so at one point, he jumped up and said, 

“I’ve got to get out of here.”  Maybe he went to see 

what the buzz about Jesus was, maybe he went to 

check on his family, maybe he went to the market to 

stock up on supplies in case they were going to be 

stuck at the clubhouse for awhile—you know, milk, 



bread, toilet paper.   

 

In any case, Thomas was gone when Jesus arrived and 

stood among the disciples.  I don’t think it meant that 

Jesus walked through walls like a ghost or appeared 

via a transporter beam.  Like anyone else, Jesus came 

and stood among them, and it took everyone a minute 

to realize who he was.   

 

Many years ago, as I was teaching Sunday school at 

Historic Franklin, two people came and stood in the 

doorway of the classroom.  And I stopped teaching 

and said, “Hello, can I help you?” not recognizing 

them at first, and then I did recognize them and it was 

Jack and Trisha Senterfitt, who were the youth leaders 

here at Trinity when I was in the youth group.  I had 

not seen either one of them since my college days.  

And as soon as I knew who they were, I recognized 

them!  

 

So it was that Jesus came and stood among the 

disciples and they went nuts rejoicing!  Then Jesus 

said, “Peace be with you.  As the Father has sent you, 

so I send you.” And after he had breathed on them, he 

said, “Receive the Holy Spirit.  If you forgive the sins 

of any, they are forgiven them.  If you retain the sins 



of any, they are retained.”   

 

Let’s examine Jesus’ words for a moment. Jesus’ word 

of peace and his breathing Holy Spirit upon the 

disciples bestowed new power and authority on them.  

Their sharing of the good news will bring forgiveness 

and new life to those who believe.  But that same good 

news will cause some to cling more tightly, to retain 

their sins.  Not everyone who is offered forgiveness 

accepts it.  It’s hard for some people to receive such a 

gift of love and grace.  They cannot imagine that it is 

true, they cannot believe. 

 

John doesn’t describe Jesus’ exit, but we assume he 

left the same way he came—through the door.  I don’t 

know why the disciples didn’t ask him to stay or if he 

left as quickly as he had arrived, but just like that, 

Jesus was gone. 

 

Of course, this is probably the moment when Thomas 

returned, his arms were full of grocery bags or his 

head was full of all the scuttle butt that he had heard 

while he was out roaming around.  And the rest of the 

disciples rushed him with the news, “We have seen 

the Lord!” But quite logically, Thomas said, “Maybe.  

But 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.”   

 

Fair enough.  After all, Jesus had showed the rest of 

the disciples his hands and his side, why shouldn’t 

Thomas receive the same courtesy? 

 

I’ve always liked Thomas, for the same reason that I 

like Peter.  Thomas is the one who, when Jesus 

decided to return to Bethany to see what he could do 

for Lazarus, said, “You can’t go back there!  They’ll kill 

you!” and when Jesus confirmed that he was indeed 

going to Bethany, Thomas exclaimed, “Then I’ll go to 

and die alongside of you.”  And after the Passover 

meal, when Jesus told his disciples that they knew 

where he was going, Thomas spoke for every disciple 

when he said, “Lord, we don’t know where you are 

going.  Show us the way.” 

 

One NT commentator described Thomas as having a 

“pessimistic spirit and a brave heart.”  Brave heart, 

yes.  Pessimistic spirit, no.  Thomas behaved in the 

same way that you or I would behave or do behave.  

Seeing is believing, just like Jesus said, “Because you 

have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those 

who have not seen and yet come to believe.”   



 

Jesus knew that the straightest path to believing 

would be seeing, and in Thomas’ case, touching as 

well.  But Jesus also knew that there would be 

generations of people who would not be given the 

opportunity to touch and see, and yet would believe.   

 

My dear friends, we are one of those generations of 

people who have not been given the opportunity to 

touch and see, and yet are asked to believe.  Honestly, 

sometimes that is a hard thing to do.  Believe that a 

man was killed and raised from the dead?  Believe 

that his death put our sins to death and his 

resurrection has given us eternal life?  That’s pretty 

hard to believe. 

 

We have our doubts, which is really not such a bad 

thing as even Jesus’ original disciples had their 

doubts.  No matter which gospel we choose, Jesus’ 

disciples alternately believed and doubted, moved 

forward with fervor and shrank back in fear.  At the 

conclusion of Matthew’s gospel, this is recorded, 

“Then the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the 

mountain where Jesus had told them to go.  When 

they saw him, they worshipped him but some 

doubted.” 



 

Even at that glorious moment…some doubted.  Really, 

all of us who claim to be faithful disciples have or have 

had our doubts.  Sometimes those doubts are fleeting 

as a blown bubble.  Sometimes those doubt linger like 

an infection.  Sometimes doubts remain for a season 

and sometimes only for a day.  Some people live their 

whole lives in doubt, even those who belong to the 

church.  Paul Tillich wrote, “the opposite of faith is 

not doubt, but certainty.” 

 

Nancy Rockwell writes, “[Every one of us knows 

someone in the church, who, declared or undeclared]  

is a doubter, whose presence is dedicated to 

unanswered questions, and perhaps to love of 

someone who has no doubt.  Which is why Doubting 

Thomas was in that room:  he belonged to the group, 

those who believed, those who said they did but 

didn’t, and those who had questions but were afraid to 

pipe up.  Churches are not communities of believers, 

but communities of people who have questions who 

doubt, who hope, who come to church to find 

something out.” 

 

Thomas refused to believe unless he saw, unless he 

touched.  And while the other disciples may have been 



disappointed in Thomas’ lack of enthusiasm and 

inability to share their excitement, Thomas’ doubt 

didn’t prevent Jesus from appearing among them—

among ALL of the disciples—next week.   

 

Jesus’ words to Thomas, “you have believed because 

you have seen me; blessed are those who have not 

seen and yet have come to believe.” We are the ones 

who are asked to believe without benefit of seeing or 

touching.  It’s the worst of both worlds to have the 

doubts of Thomas without the doubt-erasing presence 

of Jesus.  But it’s the best of both worlds knowing that 

while our Savior blessed those who did see, like those 

first disciples, our Savior blesses those who don’t 

see—or who weren’t in the room—or who have a hard 

time holding onto belief in the midst of doubt. 

 

Jesus blessed those first century disciples and us with 

words.  Now we live in a world that believes “actions 

speak louder than words,” but following Thomas’ 

actions, Jesus said, “words speak louder than actions.”  

How blessed is Thomas that his doubts could be 

answered by actions; but how blessed are those whose 

doubts are met by words. 

 

Words which are not dependent on the century in 



which they were written or the culture in which we are 

raised.  Words which were as powerful in the 1st 

century as in the 21st century and for centuries to 

come.  Words which come from human hands and 

heart but are divinely guided; words which aren’t 

perfect but faithful.  Words which have been and will 

be debated, discussed, wrestled over, translated and 

interpreted so that they can bring life to dark souls, 

peace to troubled hearts, exchange doubt for faith—on 

some days, if not all days. 

 

Barbara Brown Taylor writes, “Scripture is the 

message our ancestors rolled up and put in a bottle for 

us because they wanted us to experience the person of 

Jesus—if not in the flesh, then in the word.  We are 

free to believe THEM or not, but one thing this story 

about Thomas tells us is that seeing is not superior to 

hearing.  One can trust either sense.  Only a precious 

few saw Jesus in the flesh, either before or after his 

resurrection.  Millions more have discovered Jesus 

not in the flesh but in the stories, which have a way of 

jumping off the page.” 

 

Words have stood the test of time, the strength of 

doubt, and as he did with Thomas, our Lord 

approaches each one of us with a word of grace.  



Because like Thomas, we have our doubts.    

 

But the story of Thomas is not the story of how to 

erase doubts.  The story of Thomas is about living 

faithfully as a disciple of Christ, still carrying doubts.  

It’s about Jesus responding to our doubts with a word 

of grace.  It’s about Jesus matching our sin-filled, 

despair-drenched, grief-stricken lives with the 

forgiveness-filled, hope-drenched, joyful words of 

resurrection.  It’s about knowing that as often as we 

doubt, Jesus will appear in our midst with words of 

comfort, healing, support, encouragement, hope, life.  

Some of us can claim to hear those words from Jesus 

himself; but others of us hear or read those words in 

scripture or from a dear friend’s voice or in the 

kindness of a stranger or from a morning devotional 

or in a prayer or from elbows that bump in greeting. 

We who have not seen, we who doubt are blessed. 

 

Jesus returned to address Thomas’ doubt but before 

he did that, Jesus breathed peace on all the disciples.  

Jesus’ peace isn’t just for those who believe without 

doubts, but is for all who believe, who seek to believe, 

who doubt. Jesus’ word of grace never stops seeking 

us and speaking to us, even if we aren’t always present 

or paying attention or if our doubt is strong.  The 



story of Thomas matches doubt with grace, not just 

one time but over and over again.  Whether we are 

Doubting Thomases or believing disciples, blessed are 

we who have not seen the Risen Lord, but who have 

heard and continue to listen for his words of grace. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


