How do questions help develop our faith?
This week in the supermarket I overheard a young child asking their Mum lots of why questions, why are you buying bread?  Why do we need that?  Why is that?  Small children go through a why phase?  They even ask why questions to things that there are no why answers too!  
I know from experience that it is always a temptation to provide all the answers to questions.

In fact I started TLS because I wanted answers to those big questions – why do good people get cancer?  Why are children abused?  Why do innocent people die in national disasters?  Where is God in all this?  TLS has taught me that exploring these questions is challenging and often you end up with even more questions.  What I have learnt is that faith grows when you ask the questions and you search for the answers.  God has always been there providing other Christians, people, books, resources like the internet and experiences that guide and help you to see and understand things perhaps from an angle that you haven’t thought of before.  All this has certainly transformed me from the person I was two and a half years ago.  I guess that’s one of the reasons why we can really relate to this story about Thomas, after all isn’t there a bit of Thomas in all of us?

If I mention the name Thomas what is the first word that comes into your head?

I expect it would be the word doubt. In fact, so closely have we associated Thomas with this word, that we have coined a phrase to describe him: "Doubting Thomas."

You may be interested to know that in the first three gospels we are told absolutely nothing at all about Thomas. It is in John's Gospel that he emerges as a distinct personality, but even then there are only 155 words about him. There is not a lot about this disciple in the Bible but there is more than one description. 

When Jesus turned his face toward Jerusalem the disciples thought that it would be certain death for all of them. Surprisingly, it was Thomas who said: Then let us go so that we may die with him. It was a courageous statement, yet we don't remember him for that. We also fail to point out that in this story of Thomas' doubt we have the one place in all the Gospels where the Divinity of Christ is bluntly stated. 
Dorothy Sayers says this about Thomas “It is the only place where the word God is used without qualification of any kind, and in the most unambiguous form of words. He does not say it ecstatically, or with a cry of astonishment but with flat conviction, like someone who has definite evidence that 2 + 2 = 4, that the sun is in the sky. Thomas says, you are my Lord and my God!”

These are certainly not the words of a doubter.

Unfortunately history has remembered him for the scene where the resurrected Christ made an appearance to the disciples in a home in Jerusalem. Thomas was not present and when he heard about the event he refused to believe it. Maybe he was the forerunner of modern day cynicism. Maybe the news simply sounded too good to be true. Thomas said: Unless I feel the nail prints in his hands I will not believe.

Now I cannot help but notice that Thomas has separated himself from the disciples and therefore, in his solitude, missed the resurrection appearance. John writes his gospel so that there can be understanding on many levels some suggest that Christ appears most often within the community of believers that we call the church, and when we separate ourselves from the church we take a chance on missing his unique presence.  On the other hand may be Thomas was sad, hurt and grieving and just wanted to be alone.

But the story doesn't end here. The second time Jesus made his appearance Thomas was present with the disciples and this time he too witnessed the event. This time he believed. So what can we learn from Thomas?
 
1. We must move beyond doubt to faith.
In verse 29 Jesus eludes to the fact that faith is both a blessing and a miracle. That's why it was one thing for Thomas to believe with Jesus standing right in front of him; it would one day be quite another thing to believe without such undeniable physical proof standing in the same room.

 

I came across this little story from Seeing is Believing by C T Powell which puts one dimension on believing without seeing:-

A junior school teacher was telling her class about evolution and how the way everything in the world was formed proved that God doesn't exist. She said, "Look out the window.  You can't see God, can you?"  The kids shook their heads.  "Look around you in this room.  You can't see God, can you?"  The kids shook their heads.  "Then our logical conclusion is that God doesn't exist, does He?" she asked at last, certain that she had won her audience over.

 

But one girl from the back of the classroom said, "Miss Smith, just because we can't see it doesn't mean it doesn't exist.  We could do brain surgery and investigate parts of your brain and we could do a CAT scan and see the brain patterns in your head.  But we couldn't prove that you've had a single thought today. Does that mean that you haven't thought anything today? Just because you can't see it doesn't mean it doesn't exist."  Seeing is believing, right? 

Faith is just like that its taking the first step even when you can’t see the big picture. This is what leaders and visionaries do. They believe in something bigger than themselves and they begin to act as if it is so.

2. We Want Proof

 That famous question posed by both Pilate and Herod to Caiphas and the Pharisees before the crucifixion -“where is the evidence?”  Quietly most folks hanker for something tangible that can bolster the confidence they have in their faith.  I can remember many years ago going away on a URC youth weekend with my friend Nicola.  We traveled on a bus with loads of young people from here at the Tabernacle.  Towards the end of the weekend we had a discussion about our encounters with God.  Quietly I listened to some amazing stories but there was no Damascus Road experience for me.  Slightly disappointed that I didn’t have the same evidence I came away from the weekend asking myself did I still believe there was a God.  With lots of love and support from my church community I decided I had to journey on to find out more!

Over thirty years later and after an amazing journey of ups and downs with God, the evidence finally came.  In one of those moments when I was totally frightened and dumb struck I prayed to God that if he wanted me to do this preaching thing then he was going to have to help me.  Everyone was sat in worship waiting and I felt a reassuring grip from behind and suddenly my fear subsided.
3. What does it mean to believe in the risen Christ?

Thomas needed to see to believe. This is not unreasonable; Thomas was genuinely puzzled by talk of resurrection from the dead. He was not the only one. The Jews found it scandalous that a crucified person could be the Messiah and discounted reports of the resurrection. Someone hung on a tree was, in their understanding was cursed by God. By their definition he could not be the Messiah.

We may not see the risen Christ in the room with us, but we do see God using other people and Christians to help us transform our lives. To know that God loves you for who you are, in the good times and the challenging times.  It is a wonderful thing that he sent his son to die for you, that your sins might be forgiven.  To live with this knowledge is truly living with the risen Christ.  We have, instead, historical narratives of his resurrection appearances and the empty tomb. We need to translate these stories into our own understanding so that, like Thomas, we are genuinely touched by the resurrection. 
In attempting to do so, we need to consider our own faith journey and our own transformation, the joys that you have experienced and the new insights that have shaped your relationship with God. There is something of Thomas in all of us. In welcoming the Doubter, let's try to share his new perspective and let the resurrection transform us as we ponder on it. 
May we come to exclaim with him 'My Lord and my God'. 
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