
I. Challenging the common understanding of St. Thomas’ nickname: 
“Doubting Thomas” … Yes, Thomas did have serious doubts; however there’s 
a whole lot more here than “meets the eye” (John 20:29; cf. II Corinthians 
5:7 and Hebrews 11:1).

II. Consider the difference between “skepticism,” “unbelief” and “doubt” … Doubt 
is actually a part of faith. Even John Calvin—professor extraordinaire of 
Christian piety—observes in his Institutes of the Christian Religion: “Doubt 
is in all people, and always mixed with faith” (I:547). Think also of the classic 
New Testament example of this dynamic-of-faith, where a man anxiously 
approaches Jesus saying: “Lord, I believe; help my unbelief!” (Mark 9:24 RSV).

III. Recall how our gospel text opens-us-up: “On the evening of that day, the first 
day of the week (that is, three days after Jesus had been crucified), the disciples were 
gathered behind closed and locked doors—for fear of the Jews …” (John 20:19 
RSV). Per chance the other disciples were also taking-up-residence with doubt?!

IV. Look now at verse 24 … “Now Thomas, one of the twelve [disciples], called 
the Twin, was not with them when Jesus [first appeared to them].” So, where 
was Thomas? Looking within the larger narrative of John’s gospel gives us 
some possible, contextual clues into Thomas’ personality and where-abouts 
(John 11:1–16 ; 14:5) … We had “better work” on our definition of doubt; 
especially, as to its relation to matters of faith.
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V. This brings us to the crucial matter of distinguishing between an “unhealthy doubt” and one that can be understood 
as “healthy doubt.” In her recent work, entitled Doubt: A History, Jennifer Michael Hecht points out how both in 
and outside the church, matters of doubt have been mistakenly labeled as “negative” or “opposed” to matters of 
faith (xxi). Much like the great 20th century theologian, Paul Tillich (see his Dynamics of Faith, 16–19), Hecht 
carefully points outs that faith by definition includes an element of doubt; otherwise, it wouldn’t be faith. Hmm? 
No doubt about it! Thus, occasions of doubt can actually invite us to grow in faith ‘n’ understanding.

Whether your faith is that there is a God or that there is not a God, if you 
don’t have any doubts, you’re either kidding yourself or asleep! For doubts are the 

ants-in-the-pants of faith and creativity. They keep it awake and moving. 
(Fred Buechner; Wishful Thinking, p.20)

VI.  What might be some reasons why we consider “doubt” so negatively?
 a. A sign of spiritual or intellectual weakness? 

b. Implies a loss of faith? 
c. An insult to God? 
d. Personal tragedy in our lives? 
e. Points out that we’re not in control?

VII.  How then, might we describe an “unhealthy doubt”?
–continued on reverse side



VIII. Moreover, how might we describe a “healthy doubt”? (Study Psalm 42.)

IX. One of Thomas’ serious errors was something we’re all prone to doing: basing our faith on feelings. We  
 might dub Thomas as the great patron saint of Logical Positivism: the school of thought where truth is  
 only verified by the empirical, the tangible, what can be touched or tasted. Recall Thomas’ words in our  
 gospel lesson for today: “Unless I see in [Jesus’] hands the print of the nails, and place my finger in the mark of  
 the nails, and place my hand in his side, I will not believe” (John 19:25 RSV). Indeed, there’s a bit of ol’  
 Thomas in all of us here. And let’s not make light or condemn such difficult seasons, of doubt in life.

X.  Finally, the gospel himself, the Word of God that has the power to roll away all the heavy stones of sin  
 and death that entomb us, comes to Thomas … The doubts had grown darker and darker, and then it  
 was Easter (ala Wendell Berry in Life Is A Miracle). Jesus stepped through the bolted doors of Thomas’  
 doubt, extending his pierced hands … meeting Thomas’ conditions not halfway, but all the way, and  
 beyond … “Here, Thomas. Put your finger here and see my hands; and put out your hand and place it in my  
 side …” (John 20:27 RSV). Thomas was so surprised by joy that he fell flat on his face, confessing the  
 supreme title for Jesus in the Bible: “My Lord, and my God!” (John 20:28). The gravity of God’s grace  
 finally got through to him.

XI. In the middle of the chancel today (see also our bulletin cover), we have a beautiful study of Caravaggio’s  
 painting—gifted by a gracious family of First Lutheran last year—The Incredulity of Saint Thomas (c.  
 1601–1602). Note Caravaggio’s amazing use of light (his famous technique known as “chiaroscuro,”  
 where he contrasts light and shadow, later mastered by Rembrandt). Where is the source of light in the  
 painting? Note also that it’s not Thomas, rather it’s Jesus, who is taking the initiative in placing Thomas’  
 hand in his side. Finally, note the look of wonder in Thomas’ eyes—looking beyond his own hand, beyond  
 Jesus—as though to future generations of disciples like himself (as he reportedly became the first  
 missionary to India, where he later died) … as Jesus speaks his last beatitude: “Blessed are they, [Thomas]  
 who have not seen and yet believe” (John 20:29b RSV). Those who’ve come to believe, now some 2,000  
 years later, because of Mary Magdalene and John and Peter and Thomas and … all the saints who’ve bore  
 witness to Jesus’ resurrection. Yes … “Christ is risen! He is risen indeed, alleluia!”

For Knowledge is the swallow on the lake 
That sees and stirs the surface-shadow there 

But never yet hath dipt into the abysm, 
The Abysm of all Abysms, beneath, within 
The blue of sky and sea, the green earth, 

And the million-millionth of a grain 
Which cleft and cleft again for evermore, 
And ever vanishing, never vanishes … 

For nothing worthy proving can be proven, 
Nor yet disproven: wherefore thou be wise, 
Cleave ever to the sunnier side of doubt, 

And cling to Faith beyond the forms of Faith 
She reels not in the storm of warring words, 
She brightens at the clash of ‘Yes’ and ‘No’, 

She sees the Best that glimmers thro’ the Worst, 
She feels the Sun is hid but for a night … 

 (Alfred Lord Tennyson; “The Ancient Sage”)
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