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2 Easter, Yr A; John 20: 19-31 (Doubt and Belief)

A week and a half ago I was having a baptism class with Jon and Carol Smith, in preparation for the baptism of their daughter, Heather, at the Easter Vigil.  The discussion went from talking about adolescents and their doubts, to the various shapes that a new 11:00 a.m. service might take.  I mentioned that I have even considered a St. Thomas Mass – a name I made up – that would be welcoming and engaging to those who have doubts and misgivings about religion.
I mentioned to Jon and Carol the doubts of Mother Teresa, documented in a book of her letters which was published in 2007.
  An article in Time Magazine writes, “The letters, many of them preserved against her wishes (she had requested that they be destroyed but was overruled by her church), reveal that for the last nearly half-century of her life she felt no presence of God whatsoever — or, as the book's compiler and editor, the Rev. Brian Kolodiejchuk, writes, "neither in her heart or in the eucharist."
 
Mother Teresa wrote that her spiritual darkness had driven her to doubt the existence of heaven and even of God.  The Rev. James Martin, an editor of the Jesuit magazine called America wrote, “ [Her letters] may be remembered as just as important as her ministry to the poor. It would be a ministry to people who had experienced some doubt, some absence of God in their lives. And you know who that is? Everybody. Atheists, doubters, seekers, believers, everyone." 

I kind of liked the idea of calling the service a St. Thomas Mass.  It appeals to the Anglo-Catholic within me, but I also liked it because I want our 11:00 a.m. service to reach out to people who are not going to church right now.  I liked it also because it is not a “seeker service” where Christianity is watered down to the point it is imperceptible.  Mother Teresa amply illustrates that doubt and orthodox Christianity can be compatible.

Before claiming the idea of a St Thomas Mass as original, I thought I better  check to see if someone had beaten me to it.  Of course they had.  And they weren’t even Roman Catholics – they were Lutherans!  But I could delight in one aspect of this.  The service originated in Finland, where my family and I lived for several years.  The first St. Thomas Mass was celebrated in Helsinki in April, 1988.  It is celebrated every Sunday, drawing hundreds of people.  The goal is simple – to provide a living worship where spiritual searching is taken seriously and where there would always be room for people who consider themselves as sinners and people of weak faith.
  The service itself has a liturgical structure very much like our own.
  

Thomas is the only one of the disciples who has “doubting” appended to his name.  But a careful look at Scripture shows us that Thomas was not the only one who doubted.  In the Gospel of Mark we hear that when Jesus appeared to the eleven, “he upbraided them for their lack of faith and stubbornness, because they had not believed those who saw him after he had risen.”  And in Matthew we learn that “when they [the eleven] saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted.”  Think of this – unlike Thomas, who doubted what he had not seen -- some of the disciples who saw Jesus, risen from the dead, continued to doubt.

Looking further into Scripture, there is a long history of those who doubted.  Think of Abraham and Sarah, when God promised that their children would be as numerous as the stars in the sky.  Where Sarah laughed to herself, saying, “After I have grown old, and my husband is old, shall I have pleasure?”

Think of Moses.  How when God spoke to him from the burning bush, he said, “Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh, and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?”

Think of Gideon.  Who challenged the Lord by placing a wool fleece on the threshing floor.  Telling the Lord that if there will be dew only on the fleece, and none on the ground, that he would do battle with the Midianites.  And after God did this, Gideon said to the Lord, “Do not be angry with me.  Let me make just one more request . . . This time make the fleece dry and the ground covered with dew.”

The list goes on.  John the Baptist, while in prison, began to question whether Jesus was the Messiah.  Peter, while walking on the water, begins to sink and cries out, “Lord, save me!”  Jesus reaches out and catches him, saying, “You of little faith, why did you doubt?”  And Martha, when Jesus tells them to take away the stone from the tomb of Lazarus, says, “Lord, already there is a stench because he has been dead four days.”

All doubted, and all came to faith, to believe.

In preparing this sermon I came across one titled, Dealing with Doubt.  It was written by Henry Drummond, who lived in the latter half of the 19th century in Scotland.  He was educated in the natural sciences and became professor at the Free Church College in Glasgow.  Drummond became an evangelist to his students, and his sermon dealt with the issue of doubt in his students’ minds.

Drummond begins by saying, “There is a subject which I think workers among young people cannot afford to keep out of sight.  I mean the subject of ‘doubt.’  We are forced to face that subject.”  He continues, “Upon the whole, I think these are the best people in the country.  The people who are perplexed – those who come to you with serious and honest difficulties – are our best.  They are people of intellectual honesty.  And if I am not mistaken, Christ was very fond of these people.  The outsiders always interested him.  The orthodox people – the Pharisees—he was much less interested in.  He went with publicans and sinners, with people who were in revolt against the respectability, intellectual and religious, of the day.”

Drummond then goes into the origin of doubt.  That we are born questioners.  He talks of the world as a Sphinx – an unfathomable mystery.  Which God has planned to incite people to intellectual activity.  One of the true delights of life.

And here Drummond makes a striking observation.  All religious truths are doubtable.  He goes on to explain that even the fundamental truth, the existence of God, can not be proved by logic.  That it is the experience of God, not reason, that convicts.

Drummond then gives his method for dealing with doubt among his students.  He begins in what appears to be a most unorthodox way.  He says, “In the first place, I think we must make all the concessions to them that we conscientiously can.”  He explains that when a doubter first encounters you, he pours out a deluge of abuse of churches, ministers, and Christians.  Nine tenths of what the doubter says is probably true.  Agree with him.  It does him good to unburden these things.  You will find the battle is half won when you have endorsed the person’s objections, and possibly added a great many more of your own.

Drummond’s second tactic is to ask the doubter to set aside, by an act of will, the great unsolved mysteries of life.  The origin of evil.  The difficulty in understanding the Trinity.  Why God permits such great suffering.  Confess to not knowing the answer.  These issues have been wrestled with for thousands of years, to no avail.

Drummond’s final point is to turn away from reason and address the person’s moral life.  Not their shortcomings, but what they are doing with their life.  To get the person into practical contact with the needs of the world, and to let him or her lose their intellectual difficulties in the meantime.  Don’t ask the person to give them up.  Suggest they try and solve them as best they can, but meantime to give their life to Christ and their time to building the kingdom of God.  Drummond closes by saying,

“The best apologetic for Christianity is a Christian.  That is a fact that the person cannot get over.  There are 50 other arguments for miracles, but none so good as that you have seen them.  Perhaps you are one yourself.  But take a person and show them a miracle with their own eyes.  Then they will believe.”

Doubt.  It is universal.  It is part of us, it is how we are made.  But while doubt can lead to faith, it can also take us in the opposite direction.

Take, for example, David Friedrich Strauss.  A German theologian of the 1800’s, he denied the historical foundation of all supernatural elements in the Gospels.  His last work, The Old Faith and the New, was essentially a negation of Christianity in favor of scientific materialism.  And a rejection of human immortality.  Doubt ended for Strauss with a loss of faith.

How do we know when doubt is becoming unhealthy for us, spiritually?  Impatience.  Intellectual pride; the inability to accept that there are things we will never understand.  A reluctance to act in a way that is consistent with “a true and lively faith.”  That is, a reluctance to pray.  A reluctance to seek truth in reading Scripture.  A reluctance to give, either to the church or to charitable endeavors.  A reluctance to volunteer one’s time, for the benefit of the less fortunate or for our brothers and sisters in Christ.  And a reluctance to treat others – Christians or otherwise – with simple courtesy and respect.

So some level of doubt is healthy and natural, leading us to use our minds in seeking God’s truth.  And some doubt can be unhealthy, leading us away from God.  But there is one more attribute of doubt.

In Shakespeare’s play, Measure for Measure, he writes:  “Our doubts are traitors, And make us lose the good we oft might win, By fearing to attempt.”

Let us not let our doubts be traitors, making us afraid to try new things.  And let us not be afraid to laugh, as Sarah did, when she heard God’s promise for her life with Abraham.  I think God delighted in her laughter, knowing what her future held.

� Mother Teresa: Come Be My Light; ed. Rev. Brian Kolodiejchuk, (Doubleday, 2007).


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1655415,00.html" \l "ixzz1Klj3SC9P" �http://www.time.com/time/world/article/0,8599,1655415,00.html#ixzz1Klj3SC9P�


� http://lanaghan.com/thomas_mass.htm


� http://www.tuomasmessu.fi/?sid=72





7

