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John 20.19-32  THOMAS

Even though our Lectionary follows a three year programme of readings which take us through the Bible, there are certain readings which are considered important enough to be featured every year, not once in three years.  This morning’s Gospel reading is one of them. It comes from John 20, and is about Thomas’s encounter with the risen Christ. I wonder if we have this reading each year because Thomas is so much like the rest of us (at some time or another)?

I believe I showed you this clip Easter Sunday last year. It’s from a 1999 British mini series called “Jesus – the Greatest Story of All Time.”  It’s my all – time favourite film portrayal of Jesus.  He comes across as real. As you watch this clip this time… I’d like you to focus particularly on the disciple Thomas.  

(Show Clip)  http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=smUHqg3npAE
This story is of course where the term ‘doubting Thomas’ comes from – something we call a person when they are not willing to believe something that the rest of us can see right in front of us.

It’s unfortunate that Thomas is so often thought of in a negative light.  It’s not as if he’d done something wrong.  In the clip, do you remember how Thomas replied when Mary said, “Thomas, you must believe!”

He said, “I want to Mary, I really want to.  But I can’t. My mind won’t let me…..”  That little scene isn’t in the Bible, but I’m pretty sure that it would be an accurate picture of how it was for Thomas.
Thomas’s problem was not one of sin, so much as one of personality. Thomas was a cognitive person; a thinker. He was analytical.  That was his personality.  That’s how he was wired – and that’s why he wasn’t able to believe as easily as the other disciples were able to.  That’s why he wanted proof.
Personality theory came to the fore in the 19th century with thinkers like Freud.  Now it’s quite a science in its own right.  Any person who applies for an executive position these days is likely to be asked to sit a personality test.  Even candidates for ordination have to do it! (It’s good to know your ministers have been screened isn’t it? – that you don’t have some closet axe murder or psycho up the front!)

A psychologist called Isabel Myers Briggs came up with a series of questions which helped her ‘peg’ people in terms of their personalities.  Her test has become a benchmark in personality testing procedures.

In a nutshell, Myers Briggs maintained that there are four areas of thinking and acting into which people generally fall, personality wise.
· People can be Extroverted (outgoing) or Introverted (keep to themselves)
· They can be Intuitive (going on gut feelings) or Sensing (meaning that the concrete information they get from their senses is their guide)

· They can be predominantly guided by feelings & emotions, or by their thinking processes
· Lastly, they can be either perceiving (in that they come to a decision through all sorts of different means) or judging (in that they’re more inclined to make snap decisions)

I would say Thomas was definitely a sensing person rather than an intuitive person, and a thinker rather than a feeler, which is why he had trouble with this incredible “off the wall concept” of someone rising from the dead! And was that wrong? Of course not.  It’s simply how he was wired.
Each one of us is a product of our genes, our environment and our training.  We’re all different.  Our personalities are different - and our spirituality is different. It’s a mistake to compare ourselves to others and find ourselves wanting, when it may be that another’s personality is completely different from our own, which in turn means the way they relate to God may be totally different as well.
I’ve read up on many of the Christian Mystics who’ve lived through the ages – and they make me envious.  I’d love to have the mystical experiences of John of the Cross or Julian of Norwich – but I don’t think I’m cast in the same mould.  I’ve had my share of mystical experiences – but they have come to me in a different way.  And if I were to try to follow Julian of Norwich’s methods and be like her as much as I could – it wouldn’t happen for me like it did for her.  I’m not Julian of Norwich!
It’s interesting to look at the disciples and see what a motley crew Jesus chose.  Just from the brief accounts we have in the Gospels, we know that:

· there were a couple of hotheads – James and John.  They wanted to call thunder down from heaven and wipe out a town. 
· We know that there was an impulsive character who spoke an acted before he thought things through – Peter.  
· We know that there was an analytical, cautious individual who needed facts and evidence – Thomas of course.  
· We know that there was a worry wart – Martha, and a dreamer – Mary.

· We know in his wider circle there were people that were twisted and broken – There was Mary Magdalene the prostitute, Mary the demon possessed one, Matthew the tax collector, (and of course Lazarus who had the worst problem of all – he was dead!)
Jesus didn’t condemn people for their shortcomings or personality flaws – he worked with them to make them whole!
Jesus didn’t condemn Thomas for not believing – he showed him what he needed to see and helped him believe.  Jesus didn’t condemn Peter for denying him – after the resurrection, he met him in his brokenness and gently restored him. I’m sure you remember the story of Jesus making breakfast on the beach after the disciples had fished all night and not caught anything.  (and then hauled in a huge net of fish at Jesus’ command)  On the beach, Jesus asked Peter three times if Peter loved him.  Three times Peter declared his love for Jesus – one to counter each of his denials.

Are there things in our own spirituality that we feel are lacking?  Are we someone who finds it hard to trust God?  Do we find it hard to pray? Are we timid when it comes to sharing our faith? Do we lack enthusiasm for God? Do we have doubts about the very fundamentals of our faith?  

Just as Jesus’ disciples were an assorted group with assorted strengths and shortcomings, so are the people of today’s church – and so is our own community of faith right here. We should be careful not to condemn others in our congregations because they don’t meet our expectations of what a mature Christian should be – and we should be careful not to condemn ourselves because we fall short in our own estimation when we compare ourselves with others.

Whatever we perceive our difficulties or shortcomings to be, we need to remember that Jesus does not condemn us.  But neither does he leave us to our struggles.  If, like Thomas or Peter, or Mary, we look to Jesus, with our hearts willing and open, he will work with us as he did with his disciples, to change us in to people of spiritual strength and power.  

After all, his flawed, imperfect and very human disciples, in the power of his Spirit, were able to change the world!

Let’s pray,

