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On the evening of the first day of the week, on what we would call Easter 

Sunday night, the disciples were gathered together. John tells us that the doors 

were locked because they were afraid of the Jewish authorities – the ones behind 

the plot to kill Jesus. But maybe, just maybe, the disciples were also afraid of 

Jesus. After all, they had failed him miserably; Peter had denied him three times 

and most of the rest (except for “the disciple whom Jesus loved”) had deserted 

him. So, perhaps the last person the disciples wanted to see that evening was Jesus, 

reportedly risen from the dead and possibly looking to confront them with their 

failures. 

 The natural thing to do when we are feeling anxious or afraid is to hunker 

down and lock the doors, to become focused on our own security rather than the 

risky mission to which we are called. This text reminds us that Jesus cannot be 

stopped by our locked doors. Instead, he comes to us as he came to the first 

disciples; into the thick of our fear, confusion, pain and doubt. He comes speaking 

peace, breathing into our anxious lives the powerful message of forgiveness and 

reconciled relationships with God and one another. 

 In the other gospels, Thomas appears only as a name on a list. But Thomas is 

featured by John in three stories. He first appears (in chapter 11) in the story of the 

raising of Lazarus from the dead. When Jesus proposes returning to Judea after 

hearing that Lazarus had died, the other disciples counsel him not to go. Why 

would Jesus want to go back to the very place where the Jews had threatened to 

stone him? They argue that Lazarus can recover without Jesus’s help. But Thomas 

said to the other disciples, “Let us go too so that we may die with Jesus.” (11:16) 

 Later, Jesus says he will go to prepare a place for his followers. Thomas 

responds to this statement by saying, “Lord, we don’t know where you are going. 

How can we know the way?” (14:5) Taken together, these two stories reveal a 

disciple who is committed to following Jesus, first to death, then to a place 



unknown. Thomas will stay with Jesus wherever he goes – to death and even 

beyond.1 

 The third story of Thomas in John’s gospel begins with Thomas absent. As 

the disciples gather on Easter evening, Thomas is not there. Maybe, just maybe, 

Thomas was the only one of them that was unafraid. While the rest of the disciples 

were hiding behind locked doors, Thomas chose to be somewhere else. Could it be 

– that having heard Mary’s testimony about seeing Jesus alive – Thomas was out 

looking for his Lord? 

 In any case, Thomas was not present when, on Easter evening, the risen 

Jesus walked through the walls and appeared to his disciples. When they told him 

what Mary had said earlier – that they had seen the Lord – Thomas could not 

believe. He still had questions. He wanted the same level of proof for himself that 

they had been given; Thomas wanted to see and believe. 

 Thomas says what we all want to say: that it can be difficult to believe in the 

resurrection without seeing it for ourselves.2 He will forever be known to us as 

“Doubting Thomas” but – based on the way he has been portrayed in John’s gospel 

– this is a disciple who does not have trouble following. Thomas wants to believe, 

he just needs more. And the risen Jesus is willing to give him what he needs. 

 Thus, eight days later (which is a week in biblical terms), when the disciples 

are again gathered together – and Thomas is with them – Jesus comes among them. 

John’s gospel has established this pattern in which someone hears about Jesus and 

needs more; and then receives what they need to come to their own experience of 

the life Jesus is embodying in the world. 

 For example, the Samaritan woman at the well went into town after her 

meeting with Jesus and said to her neighbors, “Come and see a man who has told 

me everything I’ve ever done.” (4:29) John says that many of them believed on the 

basis of the woman’s report, but the story ends with some of them saying, “We no 

longer believe because of what you said, for we have heard for ourselves and know 

that this one is truly the savior of the world.” (4:42) 

 Fast-forward to Easter morning. Mary tells the disciples, “I have seen the 

Lord!” John does not tell us if they believed her testimony or if they tried to verify 

it in any way. Instead, he continues the story by saying that on that Easter evening, 
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they were behind locked doors, afraid. Jesus comes into the room saying, “Peace 

be with you.” He shows them his hands and his feet to demonstrate that the risen 

one will be forever recognizable as the crucified one.3 

 This is what Thomas wants to see, what they have seen; to experience what 

they have experienced. Though he does not yet believe, Thomas is welcome 

among them. They do not shut him out for harboring doubts. This is the type of 

community that John wants us to witness: while they may be fearful of dangers in 

the world around them, they do not exclude Thomas for having questions. As the 

church, neither should we fear those among us who dare to express doubts, who 

desire to see or experience something more.  

 For John’s gospel, this story serves as the commissioning of the disciples. 

They are told by Jesus that as he was sent by God (to love the world), so are we 

sent. We love the way Christ loved us by offering forgiveness and seeking 

reconciliation; by extending to others the same measure of grace that God has 

given us. 

 This is no easy commission. We live in a world where grace sometimes 

seems to be in short supply. The benefit of the doubt is often granted only to those 

who look like us, or share the same background, or speak the same language, or 

worship in the same way. We are afraid of people who ask uncomfortable 

questions or remind us of prior injustices. We see this played out when books get 

banned and conversation topics are deemed off-limits, when dividing walls are 

erected and tables are fenced off. 

 From the beginning of John’s gospel to the end, Jesus is presented as the 

incarnate one – the word made flesh – who willingly shows the disciples his 

pierced hands and side. “Happy” – or blessed, Jesus says – “are those who don’t 

see and yet believe.” Among those who belong in this category are all those who 

read John’s gospel, ourselves included. Jesus is not demeaning the faith of those 

who were given the opportunity to be witnesses of the resurrection, just as he does 

not dismiss the reality of doubt. Instead, he affirms how absolutely essential is each 

person’s faith experience. No two people have the same questions, nor do they 

come to believe in the same way. 

 Sometimes, it seems easier for us to act as if we are certain, as if all our 

questions have been answered, as if we have no doubts. The final verses of today’s 

reading tell us that Jesus performed many more signs than the ones recorded in this 
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gospel; John seems to know that in times of doubt, we will need a reservoir of 

reasons to believe. One of the reasons that we gather in community is so that we 

can lean on one another to carry us through in moments of disbelief. Without these 

living examples of forgiveness, grace, and reconciling love, we might be tempted 

to think Jesus is no longer incarnate, alive, and among us.  

 But, as we’ll see over the next two Sundays – when we look at the final 

chapter of John’s gospel – the risen Jesus keeps coming back. There, he will 

encounter the disciples while they are out fishing – trying to return to their normal 

rhythms of life – and specifically to Peter: the one who had denied Jesus three 

times. And again, we will see Jesus acknowledge their fears, answer their 

questions, and give them exactly what they need. 

 Even when we’re tempted to shut ourselves in behind locked doors rather 

than face the anxieties and uncertainties of the world around us, the risen Jesus 

comes among us – calling us to love in the way he loved, to welcome and forgive 

others, to encourage the questions and embrace the doubt – to become a reconciled 

people and live in peace. Given all that we see and don’t see, all that we hear and 

wish we hadn’t heard, that may seem like an awfully tall order. But if we can 

fathom the miracle of the empty grave, what – with God – is beyond possibility? 

Amen. 

 


