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If the title Thomas Redux strikes you as a trifle pretentious, you are right.  It is.  As any student of Latin readily knows, “redux” may be translated as “revisit,” so a  more sensible title would be “Thomas Revisited.”  Perhaps it is the university setting which fosters a bit of pretension, but I am more inclined to think, that on some level, my choice has been influenced by the Rabbit chronicles of the novelist John Updike.  Many of you, I am sure, are familiar with his four-book series and may well have read the second volume entitled, Rabbit Redux.  The story revolves around Harry Angstrom (nicknamed Rabbit) and his attempt at middle-age to cope with a deteriorating marriage in the context of the social upheavals of 1969.  Well, in like fashion, the disciple Thomas found himself trying to comprehend what in the world the death and resurrection of Jesus was all about.  

As our gospel lesson informs us, the most astounding event in the life and ministry of Jesus occurred three days after his tragic and horrific death on a hill outside of the city of Jerusalem.  That morning Mary Magdalene had come to the tomb, presumably to prepare the body of Jesus for final burial.  When she arrived, however, she was startled to see that the large boulder which guarded the entrance had been removed.  Not knowing what to make of the situation, and perhaps concerned about the possibility of foul play, she ran to enlist the assistance of the disciple Peter.  As soon as he heard Mary’s account, Peter, accompanied by the disciple John, ran to the tomb.  They arrived to find it exactly as Mary had described.  When they ventured into the cave, they were shocked to find the body of Jesus missing and the linens in which he had been wrapped were folded and laid to one side.  Mystified and confused, they returned to the other disciples, hoping to make some sense out what they had just witnessed.

Mary, however, remained at the tomb, weeping.  When she then stooped to look into the cave she was startled to see two angelic figures.  They asked her why she was weeping, and she replied, “They have taken away my Lord, and I do not know where they have laid him” (John 20.13b).  Then Jesus himself appeared, though she did not recognize him at first, until he called her by name, “Mary.”  Immediately after 
experiencing this encounter with Jesus, Mary again dashed off to share the extraordinary and incomprehensible news with the disciples.  While they respected Mary and wanted to believe her, her announcement simply defied all reason.  Overwhelmed by fear and confusion, they locked the door of their dwelling place, huddled together, and tried to make sense of what was happening.  As they were reasoning and questioning and arguing—desperate to understand what was going on—Jesus suddenly appeared in their midst.  It was a transforming moment which would sustain them for the rest of their lives.

One disciple, however, missed that transforming, unforgettable encounter with Jesus.  Perhaps Thomas had something else to do, or felt he just needed to commiserate with a friend, or take a walk in the evening air to sort out his thoughts, to ask himself, “Where do I go from here?”  However, once he returned and heard what had happened to the disciples, he must have berated himself, “Why in the world did I go out tonight?”  He yearned to know the truth, to have a faith rooted in reality . . . something more than good intentions, even more than hopes and dreams.  Thus when the disciples related their incredible experience with the resurrected Jesus to him, he responded, “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” (John 20.23).  Little did Thomas know that these words would be used against him, down through the ages, making him the embodiment of a characterization echoed to the very present day—“doubting Thomas,” with all its disparaging and pejorative connotations.  “Doubting Thomases” . . . they do not go along with the program, they spoil the party, they ruin the parade, they throw cold water on everyone’s enthusiasm, and, bottom line . . .  they miss the main point.  The assumption being that people of faith do not doubt.  

In reality, Thomas identified and focused precisely on the main point.  He knew whereof he spoke.  His words were rooted in a bedrock understanding of faith.  For three incredible years, he along with the other disciples and many followers of Jesus had been transformed by the message that Jesus was, in some inexplicable manner, both a manifestation of the divine spirit as well as the embodiment of flesh and blood.  Thomas recognized that if these two elements of the divine and the human were not present in the resurrected Christ then the foundation had been pulled out from under their faith.  Thomas needed to know that the Jesus whom they had faithfully followed for three years, and who died on the cross, was the very same person who visited the terrified and confused disciples.  From Thomas’ perspective, it was a matter of life and death to insist on something more than good intentions, inspirational visions, or perhaps a look-alike-mistaken identity.

For Thomas, doubt and faith were not opposites, rather doubt was an essential component of faith.  As the theologian, Paul Tillich, put it, “Doubt isn’t the opposite of faith;  it is an element of faith.”  The Spanish writer and philosopher, Miguel de Unamuno, went a step further when he stated, “Faith which does not doubt is dead faith.”  Our natural desire may be to have a faith which carries us smoothly and assuredly through the sea of life, with warm and gentle winds nudging us ever forward to new joys and adventures.  Life, as we invariably discover, does not work that way.  Rather than gentle winds nudging us onward, we more often find ourselves buffeted and tossed about, unexpected challenges permeating our family life, our work situation, our educational dreams and aspirations, and our friendships.  Our faith falters, and we are assailed by a host of doubts—occurring in a variety of shapes and circumstances.


Almost every young adult, especially if they have been raised in a religious, caring home environment, has been assailed by doubts in any number of different guises.  Indeed, in most university settings doubt is exalted to a place of prominence—and with good reason.  Asking questions, challenging accepted truths, scratching below the surface of assumptions and generalities . . . these have been indispensable keys in the empirical process . . . producing incredible breakthroughs in both the sciences and the humanities.  As students progress from their family environment, as each struggles to establish his or her unique identity and value system, doubts abound against the background of the perennial university mantra, “why, why, why.”  


Most certainly if they seek an understanding, of the world’s great religions, with an open mind, invariably they will be struck by the irresolvable dilemma that advocates of each religion assume they possess the only true faith—and the others are wrong.  If a student in such a situation does not find himself or herself experiencing a good many doubts in relation to his or her own faith, then he or she has not really been reading the books.  Yet, as a good many religious leaders have observed, mature faith can only be attained as we work through our doubts.  It seems to be a balancing process, in that the more we learn about other faiths and religions, the more we feel confirmed in our own faith.  

Other doubts that challenge our faith are simply part and parcel of living.  They often catch us off guard, demanding our attention, and lead us to a deeper appreciation of faith.  You can catch a drift of this process by reflecting for a moment on the very familiar 23rd Psalm.  It begins with the description of a lovely pastoral scene, “the Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. .  .”  All is well and good. . . God is in heaven and all is well with the world.  But the true impact and comforting value of this psalm, does not truly engage our attention and speak to the depth of our being, until we hear, “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for Thou art with me.”  Here we are brought up short and recognize that God has gone from being a generally benevolent deity to a present and sustaining help and comfort as we confront a life-threatening situation.



This is a common experience for hospital patients when a serious illness suddenly and unexpectedly pulls the bottom out for under what they felt was a well-ordered life—and doubts erupt from every direction. . . “Why did God let this happen? . . Why does God seem so far away? . . . Does God even care?”  Reynolds Price, the southern writer and professor of English at Duke University, wrote eloquently of his own experience with such an illness, accompanied by an invasion of doubts, in his book,  A Whole New Life.  In the spring of 1984 he was diagnosed with an infiltrating tumor in his spinal column, which he described as an invading serpent of pain.  For four years he suffered intense pain, repeatedly questioning, even if he did live, would he ever again be free of unrelenting, agonizing pain?  Eventually he was able to find relief from the pain, primarily with the assistance of biofeedback and hypnosis as well as coming to an acceptance of the fact that he would be living the rest of his life in a wheelchair.  When his life finally stabilized and he reflected on his four years in the wilderness of severe illness and pain, he realized that, bad as these years were,  they were also the most professionally productive years of his life, particularly in his writing of novels and plays.  Moreover, during this time of “walking through the valley of the shadow of death” the reality of God’s comfort and strength was more evident than at any other time in his life. For Reynolds Price, his doubts eventuated in a deepening of his faith, reconfirming Tillich’s words, “Doubt isn’t the opposite of faith;  it is an element of faith.”  

To put it another way, regardless of how much we may wish it were not so, there is no certainty of faith without doubt.  The wise old Voltaire, who had such a pungent way of exposing what life is all about, identified this inherent component of doubt by declaring, “Doubt is not a pleasant condition, but certainty is absurd.”  The disciple Thomas, however, put a little different spin on Voltaire’s words.  He undoubtedly recognized that “doubt is not pleasant,” but for him there had to be a fundamental and abiding certainty.  But he would not know for certain, “(u)nless (he) saw the mark of the nails in Jesus’) hands, and put his finger in the mark of the nails and (his) hand in (Jesus’) side” (John 20.25)  And Thomas’ doubts were put to rest, a week later, when “Jesus came and stood among them and said, ‘Peace be with you.’  Then he said to Thomas, ‘Put your finger here and see my hands.  Reach out your hand and put it in my side.  Do not doubt but believe.”  Thomas did believe, so much so that he is credited as being the one who carried the Christian faith as far East as India.  And Jesus also has something for those of us not as fortunate as Thomas, to see and to touch him, when he says, “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe” (John 20.29b).  Amen.
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