
“Twilight”

John 20:19-31

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of our hearts be acceptable to you, O Lord, my rock and my Redeemer. Amen

Twilight, a time when the shadows lengthen, is an in between time. In the half light of dusk it is hard to see the golf ball on the 17 fairway or the baseball hit to left field fence in the ballpark. As our eyes fail us we squint and may even ask someone nearby “where did that go?”

We need to squint into the twilight to understand this passage today. It is Easter night, ten eager but apprehensive disciples gather in the upper room and lock the door for fear that what happened to Jesus on Good Friday might happen to them. John encapsulates the sweeping narrative from Good Friday, to Easter to Pentecost into this brief but riveting story.

Professor Nancy Pittman of Phillips Seminary in Oklahoma raises the questions of the week: Who is Thomas and whom did he doubt?” First who is Thomas? The Gospel of Thomas tells us that his given name is Judas. Since there were two disciples named Judas, the other being Iscariot, he was nicknamed, Thomas (in Aramaic that means the twin).  John calls him Didymus which is Greek for twin.

Matthew Mark and Luke Acts all mention Thomas once: in the list of the disciples. John tells us more. In John 11:15-16 Jesus informs the disciples that Lazarus is dead and adds, “But let us go to him,” Thomas, who was called the twin “Didymus,” said to his fellow disciples, “Let us also go, that we may die with him.”

In what we call the Farewell Discourse of John’s Gospel, Jesus says “in my father house there are many rooms…I go to prepare a place for you, and Thomas replies in 14:5 “Lord, we do not know where you are going. How can we know the way?”

Thomas is a disciple’s disciple. He is fearless for Christ, “let us go,” to Lazarus also even if it means we might die. He is honest about the source of his strength: the physical presence of Jesus, if you go “how will we know the way?”

The entire Gospel of John is dedicated to persuading us that God so loved the world that he gave his only Son so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but have eternal life (John 3:16.) and the last words of this second to last chapter of the Gospel of John confirms this:

“These words are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name” (John 20:31).

This is where Thomas’ second nickname comes in – most likely awarded posthumously by generation after generation of Christians interpreting this story: “Doubting Thomas.” And that is where we come in: we can relate.

Now to the second question, whom did Thomas doubt? We know from John’s account that Thomas believed in the physical presence of Jesus. In the story about Lazarus and the Farewell Discourse – Thomas believed because he could speak directly to his Lord. Thomas did not doubt Jesus Easter night – he doubted the disciples – their account of what he missed.

Professor Martin Mary puts it this way: Thomas missed the meeting and what he missed was not just seeing Jesus but receiving that breath of new life. Like Genesis 2:7, “Then the Lord God formed man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life and the man became a living being, and so it was for the ten gathered that night in the upper room. Jesus breathed on them and said “Receive the Holy Spirit” and spoke of forgiveness and judgment.

All is changed. They are commissioned for service to seek justice and mercy and in the future they will know Jesus through the power of the Holy Spirit and remember his words even though they cannot see him. A week later Thomas arrives bereft and uncertain about finding his way without Jesus – their account must have been cold consolation to him: he had known Jesus and did not yet know the Holy Spirit.

Much is made of his demand to see and touch Jesus’ wounds but Professor Martin Marty points out he may have asked to see them, demanded to see them, but there is no record of his even extending his arm to touch Jesus – the minute Jesus speaks the minute he hears the voice of Jesus “Do not doubt but believe,” Thomas exclaims, “My Lord and My God!”

He does not reach out to touch Jesus wounds, he bows his head and receives a blessing - you will be blessed when you cannot see and believe in those twilight hours when you cannot see me or hear my voce.”

I understand that this interpretation is different than the classic story that ten believed but one doubting Thomas demanded more proof and was scolded. I am cautious in my presentation today because at Wednesday night bible study Professor Witherington concluded his video presentation by saying “my grandmother always said, ‘Don’t be so open minded that your brains fall out.’”

Maybe my brains have fallen out but my heart is quickened by this text because I know that I too doubt what people tell me about Jesus and I too need to be able ask Jesus to pour out his Holy Spirit upon me that I may hear his word in scripture and say, “My Lord and my God.”

A week after Easter night Thomas did doubt his disciples, his best friends, and he wanted that exclusive direct relationship with Jesus in person. That was a moment in time and the point today is that he made the transition and by the power of the Holy Spirit he came to believe in what he could no longer see and believed in his friends also and worked with them to keep Jesus alive in his heart and the world.

How about us? We usually believe what we want to believe for our very own reasons and often we want to persuade others to believe what we believe for our very own reasons as well. Let me give you an example.

Mildree, the church gossip, and self appointed monitor of the the church’s morals, kept sticking hr nose into other people’s business.  Several members did not approve of her extra curricular activities, but feared her enough to maintain their silence.

She made a mistake, however, when she accused Frank , a new member, of beign an alcoholic after she saw hos old pickup truck parked in front of the town’s only bar one afternoon.

She told Frank emphatically, and several others, that every one seeing it there WOULD KNOW WHAT HE WAS DOING! Frank, a amn of few ords, stared at her for a moment and just turned and walked away.  He did’t explain, defend, or deny.

Later that evening, Frank quietly parked his pickup in front of Mildred's house… walked home and left it there all night.

As the person who sent me this observed, “You gotta love Frank!” Now if you have a house in mind remember that the Temple Terrace Police are very vigilant about tickets for overnight parking! 

Believing in Jesus first and His word not what we want to believe changes everything. The Good News in this lesson today is that Thomas has new vision to see Christ in his friends and no matter what disguise masques it be it grumpiness, anger, disappointment or trying circumstances.

On Friday night we had a barbecue dinner here just to share the light of Christ. Nancy Staley had put butcher block paper on the tables and magic markers. After dinner Andy put the words of our brother and sisters in Christ up on the wall.  

That is sharing the word of God to keep Jesus alive in our heart.  But what about those days when our hearts look like the cloud of volcanic ash hovering over Europe – days when the challenges overwhelm us and our faith falters?

Professor Pittman recalls A Prayer for Owen Meany by John Irving to illustrate faith. You may not have read the book but perhaps you saw the movie Simon Birch that was based on the book. In the book the narrator, John, recalls his youth and talking to his friend Owen about belief. They are in the schoolyard at dusk some distance from a statue of Mary Magdalene. As darkness descends, Owen asks his friend if the statue of Mary Magdalene is still there and John replies of course it is and this dialogue follows:

“You have no doubt she’s there?”He nagged at me.

“Of course I have no doubt” I said.

“But you can’t see her, you could be wrong!” he said.

“No, I’m not wrong – she’s there, I know she’s there,” I yelled at him.

“You absolutely know she’s there – even though you can’t see her?” he asked me.

“Yes,” I screamed.

“Well now you know how I feel about God,” said Owen Meany.  “I can’t see him – but I absolutely know he is there.”

What makes the book and the conversation so credible is that Owen Meany has every reason to despair of his parents, his physical disabilities and a world that taunts him.

Like Thomas we can rely upon God to help us believe in one another as we gather for worship, listen for God’s word and work to uncover the light of Christ in one another and serve a world that yearns for mercy and justice. Who knows, someday we may be an Owen Meany to a friend as we walk up the fairway at dusk or talk to a friend in the schoolyard at twilight. Amen.
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