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SERMON
Second Sunday of Easter

St. Stephen’s Anglican Church, Heathsville, VA
The Rev. Jeffrey O. Cerar, April 15, 2012

Doubt Isn’t All It’s Cracked Up to Be

Text:  John 20:19-31

It’s the Second Sunday of Easter.  Every year, on this Sunday, we read the story of
Jesus’ appearing to the disciples on the night of His resurrection.  The disciples, all except for
Thomas, were gathered behind locked doors.  Jesus came right through their fortifications
and stood among them.  His words offered them something they needed badly:  “Peace be
with you.”  They didn’t recognize Him until He showed them His crucifixion wounds.  And
when they realized who He was, they were overjoyed.  And then He offered them something
else they badly needed:  He breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit.”

Why do we read this every year on this day?  Is it because it was the first time Jesus
appeared to them as a group?  Or is it because of the rest of the story—the part about
Thomas not being there, and not believing them, and in fact laying down the gauntlet and
saying, I won’t believe unless I see and touch His wounds?  I think it is the latter, because
doubt is such an important issue for the believer.  And it is especially so these days, when
people seem to be treating doubt as if it were a good thing, to be celebrated, shared and
admired.

How do you feel about your doubts?

• Do they bring you joy?  Or do they haunt you?

• Do they energize you, or do they paralyze you?

• Do they give you clarity, or do they fog up your lenses?

Let’s spend a few minutes this morning talking about doubt and faith.  I’m going to
assert that we overcome our doubts all the time in daily life just to get through a day.  And
overcoming our doubts on the things of earthshattering importance—such as who God is and
what He is doing—is the only way we will know Him, and the only way we will find true life.

First, let me support my earlier comment that people seem to treat doubt as if it were a
good thing to be celebrated, shared and admired.  A week ago Saturday, columnist Lisa
Miller had an article in the Washington Post entitled, “Admitting doubt could help ease
religious divisions.”1  I suspect this line of thinking is familiar to you.  Lots of people are saying
that these days.  Miller reported on the Shabbat services at her Jewish temple.  She tells
about how the prayer leaders asked the kids what their favorite part of the Exodus story was.
Some said the parting of the Red Sea; some said the Song of Miriam; some said the plague
                                                  
1 Lisa Miller, The Washington Post, p. B2 (Saturday April 7, 2012)
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of frogs.  But one 7-year-old boy said, “I don’t believe the story.”  Miller tells of how the boy’s
mother tried to shush him.  But Miller thought the adults could learn from the child.  She listed
a few of the miraculous things the Old and New Testaments tell us, and said this:

We are forced to hear our sacred narratives and celebrate at their climaxes, all the
while shushing our inner 7-year-old, who says, with inarguable logic, that these stories
are, at best, incredible.

She claims that the “blind certainties [of those of us who believe these Scriptural
truths] have driven millions away from religion and church.”  And she ends with this pious
assertion:  “In a world divided by allegiances to small-minded, competing truths, perhaps a
faithful life begins with “I don’t know.”

I’m sad to say, many people who read that undoubtedly nodded in agreement and
commented on the brilliant insight of this columnist.

But her closing comment begs an important question:  If the faithful life begins with “I
don’t know,” where does it go from there?  Does it end with “I don’t know?”  Or does it go
somewhere, as it did for Thomas?  Jesus told him to touch his wounds and said, “Stop
doubting and believe.”  The Gospel doesn’t even tell us that Thomas actually reached out
and touched Jesus.  It simply tells us, “Thomas said to him, ‘My Lord and my God!’”

My Lord and my God—the words of a doubter who had come to see the truth.  And
then Jesus said the memorable words, “Because you have seen me, you have believed;
blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.” (John 20:29)

Brothers and sisters, this is why we read this passage every year the week after
Easter.  It isn’t to hold up Thomas’s doubt as something to be celebrated, shared and
admired.  It is to hold up the fact that Thomas came to belief, and that everyone who has
eyes of faith can see Jesus and say, “My Lord and my God!”

It is preposterous to say that we would all get along better in the world if nobody
believed anything important.  It is preposterous to say that doubt is a positive value that we
can admire and share and celebrate.  If our lives were racked by doubt, we couldn’t do much
of anything.

• I used to work on the 56th floor of a skyscraper in New York.  If I doubted that the
elevator was going to get me there safely, I would have spent every morning trudging
up 56 flights of stairs.

• If I were ruled by my doubts about the safety of the food I buy at the supermarket,
what would I eat?

• If I were ruled by my doubts that I could drive safely on our narrow, winding roads in
the Northern Neck, I’d never venture out of my house.

The fact is, we operate every day in trust.
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• We trust the food we buy.

• We trust the safety of our travel.

• We trust the technology that makes our cars, our elevators, our airplanes, our bridges.

That is how we get through the day in a complex world.  So why would someone
assert that when it comes to things that really matter, we shouldn’t trust that we know the
truth?  What is it the world needs?  Is it to “get along” as suggested by the column in the
Washington Post?  If that were so, doubt wouldn’t accomplish it.  As I recall, the communists
of the Soviet Union were atheists, and they didn’t get along with anybody.

Getting along isn’t what the world needs anyway.  What the world needs is to know the
truth.  The world needs to know that there is a God, who created everything, and has plans
for how history is going to work out.  The world needs to know what those plans are.  And the
world needs to know that sin is the reason we don’t get along—and that God has made a way
to rescue and save us from our sin.  And the world needs to know that Jesus is that way.
What the world needs is to know Jesus.  The world needs to come to the place Thomas
came to:  he started with doubt, and he came to, “My Lord and my God!”

So how does the world come to know that Jesus Christ is Lord?  Well, Paul spoke of
that in Romans chapter 10.  He said,

How, then, can they call upon the one they have not believed in?  And how can they
believe in the one of whom they have not heard?  And how can they hear without
someone preaching to them?  And how can they preach unless they are sent?  As it is
written, “How beautiful are the feet of those who bring good news!”  [Romans 10:14-
15]

And you might add, “How can they preach if they doubt God’s truth?”  I can’t help but
think about what would have become of Thomas if he had not fallen to his knees in belief that
night.  He surely never would have traveled far to the East where he boldly proclaimed the
Gospel.  People as far away as India still celebrate St. Thomas as the founder of their church.
What impelled Thomas on that adventure was the faith that he knew the risen Lord Jesus.

The way the world is going to know the truth is that people who have been given the
truth in the Holy Scripture are going to tell them.  We are not going to say that our inner 7-
year-old has persuaded us by “inarguable logic” that the Bible is not true. Most 7-year-olds I
have known have trusted what the Bible says.  How do they come to know that these things
are true?  How do any of us?  Do we ignore this so-called logic?  The logic is simply, I haven’t
seen such things, so I’m not going to believe.  Isn’t that exactly where Thomas started?  But
what got him past that?  It was Jesus who stood there with him and confronted him and
revealed Himself to Thomas.

One of our parishioners wrote a paper this week on the post-resurrection appearances
of Jesus.  He explored all of them with care, and found that in every case, people struggled to
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know it was Jesus.  His resurrected body was different from His earthly body.  But in just
about every instance, they came to know Him.

• For Mary Magdalene, it was when Jesus said her name.

• For the two on the road to Emmaus, in was in the breaking of the bread. (Luke 24:14-
32)

• For the disciples on the beach, it was the miraculous catch of fish. (John 21)

But, you know, on the mountain where Jesus ascended into heaven, even then, as He
gave them the Great Commission, it says, “They worshiped Him, but some doubted.
(Matthew 28:17)

What Jesus has done is to require that we see Him through eyes of faith.  He makes
Himself known to us when we believe.  And what is it that makes it possible for us to have
that faith, and to believe so that we can know Him?  It is the Holy Spirit.

Jesus told Thomas, “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are
those who have not seen and yet have believed.” (John 20:29)  He’s talking about us.  And
He didn’t leave us to battle doubt and unbelief all by ourselves.  He promised that He would
send His Holy Spirit.  John’s Gospel tells us this in chapters 14-16.  Luke’s Gospel tells us
that at the ascension, Jesus told the disciples to go to Jerusalem and wait until they had been
clothed with power from on high. (Luke 24:49) And the Book of Acts tells us about how the
Holy Spirit came upon them on Pentecost, with power. (Acts Chapters 1 and 2)

It is the Holy Spirit working in the world today who makes it possible for people who
have not seen Jesus as Thomas did to believe that He is the Son of God.  Without the Holy
Spirit, we would be simply unable to grasp or to believe these deep truths given us by God.
First Corinthians explains this to us:

However, as it is written: “No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived
what God has prepared for those who love him”—  but God has revealed it to us by his
Spirit. The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God. For who among
men knows the thoughts of a man except the man’s spirit within him? In the same way
no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. We have not received the
spirit of the world but the Spirit who is from God, that we may understand what God
has freely given us. [I Corinthians 2:9-13]

If I may return to the issue of “getting along” raised by the Washington Post columnist:
what she is really identifying is the world’s need to be free of sin. When you think about it,
Jesus has told us everything we need to know to get along:

• Love one another.  (John 15:17)

• Love your neighbor. (Matthew 19:19)
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• Love your enemies and pray for those who persecute you. (Matthew 5:44)

• Forgive 70 x 7 times. (Matthew 18:22)

• Be a servant; don’t lord it over people as the gentiles do. (Luke 22:24-27)

• And go out and be His witnesses to the end of the earth. (Acts 1:8)

• For He is the way and the truth and the life. (John 14:6)

What the world needs is Jesus.  And how are they going to hear unless those who
believe tell them?  And how are we going to know Him unless we believe?  And how are we
to believe without the Holy Spirit working in us?  Jesus said that night,

“Peace be with you.  As the Father has sent me, so I am sending you.”  And with that
he breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit.” [John 20:21-22]

It’s all about believing through the power of the Holy Spirit.  John, who gave us this
testimony we have been reading this morning, ended this section by saying this:

Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not
recorded in this book.  But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the
Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.  [John
20:30-31]

   Doubt isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. What are your doubts doing for you?  Do they
bring you joy, or do they haunt you?  Do they energize you or paralyze you?  Do they give
you clarity or fog up your lenses?

Trust what you know to be true, for the Holy Spirit is at work in you.  And with joy and
energy and clarity, you can say, “My Lord and my God.”  And you will have life in His name.
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