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This is part four in the resurrection series.  The first resurrection story was in Mark, which you’ll remember, was just an empty tomb.  There was a guy sitting there in white clothes, and that’s where the story basically ends in Mark.  Matthew isn’t hoping you will have forgotten that when he tells the story and turns that guy into an angel who comes down from Heaven, knocks the stone away, and sits on the stone.  It’s not exactly the same story, but Matthew knows that and knows that you heard the other story first.  So what Matthew is doing is giving you a poem that will help you understand the “aha” moment that he had in his experience of Christ.

Luke tells the story and adds another angel.  So now you’ve got mathematical problems on top of that.  Each time the story is told, more details are told, not because more things happen necessarily, but to take us deeper into that experience.  When Christ says, “come to me,” Christ is coming from a place of love and compassion, and is calling you to that – not to become a Christian – although that may be a path to that, but is speaking as love, as life, as truth, and calling you to that through him.

When I was a kid, I never could quite understand why so many of the teachers that I had were afraid for me to ask questions.  Do you remember that?  Why were they so afraid?  It was such a wonderful gift, late in life, to have one of my Sunday School teachers worship here – one of the two Sunday School teachers who said the magic words “I don’t know.”  I would probably not be here if there hadn’t been somebody who had the honesty to say “I don’t know, let’s think about it together.”  What a horrible thing to teach children not to question, not to doubt.

In the first story of the resurrection, we have one way to understand the sacred.  We experience it in the silence, in the surprises of life.  Another way is with creativity.  It’s what we see out of the corner of our eye, and that also is a part of these stories.  But today, we’re going to hear how we can be led to the sacred through doubt - through questioning – that that is as much an honored road to the Path as is belief.

I’ll never forget, when I got to college and I was exposed to Socrates, and I said, “Yes, this is somebody who lives for the questions!”  It wasn’t all of this open your mouth and we’re going to force feed answers into you.  The questions were sacred.  The doubt led to a security.  And then I went back and looked at Jesus again, and that’s what he’d been doing all along.  Jesus doesn’t give answers.  They’re questions, they’re parables.  Why?  Because as we’ve seen each week in this series, religion is not the answer, life is the answer.  Religion is those parables, those symbols, those questions that orient you towards life in the right way.  Bad mistake religion has done to think it is the answer. 

Well, in our story today, Thomas, doubting Thomas, is going to be led by his questioning, by his doubt, to the sacred, which tells you it’s okay for you to be honest.  What a shocking thing for a preacher to say:  you can be honest, which means when you look at the resurrection stories and they don’t jive, it’s okay for you to be honest about that and say, “well, I wonder why these differences are here?  That surely means we’re not being asked to believe in some historical claim.”  It can’t be!  It cannot be if the details are different.  You can’t!  The only way you can pretend to do that is to be dishonest.  If you look at all of the stories and there are differences in the details, then that means the truth that’s being shared is deeper than the surface level.

Many people, through the ages, have had a sacred sense of unknowing – a kind of ambiguity that to them was sacred.  And really, that’s what we’re all talking about.  A believer may say yes to the question, and a non-believer may say no, but unless we are animated by that mystery, by that ambiguity, we don’t know what the symbol, God, is talking about.  So whether we believe in it or we don’t doesn’t really matter.  To believe in a symbol and not know what that symbol means is one kind of dumb.  The other is to disbelieve in the symbol and not understand what it means.  It’s talking about the mystery of your life.  It’s trying to bring you to an experience of that.

When we look at the Universe, we see swirling patterns coming at us.  But those patterns are coming from something we cannot see and we cannot touch.  There’s some kind of mathematical matrix beneath our experience, and everything seems to come from that.  But that’s empty to us, which, unless we realize that, is very frightening.  But if we can claim it and say “yes” to that emptiness, to that “cloud of unknowing”, as one mystic put it, unless we can say “yes” to that, we are frightened our entire lives.  If we say “yes” to it, we have a peace our whole lives.

Now, in our story, Thomas is going to help us by not being that swift.  In the Bible, have you ever noticed that people are kind of dumb?  That’s to help us.  They’re going to do it wrong some, and they’re going to do it right some.  They’re going to ask questions that an ancient wouldn’t necessarily have to ask, like, “Why are you crying at a funeral?”  You go to the grave of your friend and he’s dead.  “Why are you crying?”  It’s like Mr. Spock from Star Trek.  The word, Thomas, is translated here as “twin.”  What’s important for you to know, from the Greek, is that the word for “doubt,” meant to be “double-minded,” which doesn’t mean honest doubt, asking questions.  This is when you get stuck in your question – when you divide life into either/or categories, and you’re stuck between those two options, both of which may be false, because life, as you may have noticed, is very complicated, and very rich, and it can’t be reduced to two categories. 

So, Thomas represents that part of us that has to touch and feel to know.  It sounds really mature, doesn’t it?  “I will not believe anything that I do not see.”  But, what parts of life does that lock out for you?  If I stick a branch into a glass of water, and you see it bend as it goes into the water, do you believe your senses - that it really bent?  Your logic says, “no.”  It must be the same stick, even though it looks bent to me.  Those of you who are in the back of the room will notice that the people close to you are much bigger than I am.  As I walk toward you, I’m getting bigger and bigger and bigger. (laughter) Now, does anybody really think I was getting bigger? No! Your logic says it looks like that.  That’s my sensual experience, but I trust in something that’s more reasonable than that.

Now, what happens when I take that kind of attitude into a relationship, for example?  Have you ever had reason to tear a relationship apart?  What were you doing?  What were you thinking?  What are you feeling?  Very scientific questions – and they will destroy any relationship you have.  See, that’s not trust, and what’s being talked about is not belief, it’s trust.  What Thomas is missing is not some information, but trust – that the one who loved him is not gone.  That’s really the experience that he’s needing here.  Reason can tear the wings off a butterfly to understand it better, and destroy beauty, can destroy quality.  The problem is not reason; it’s not knowing when reason comes to an end.  Reason leads us to the true, to the sacred, to the beautiful, but at that point we can’t peel the wings off of it, we have to stop and say, “Wow!”…say “yes!” to it.

After the first service, somebody said “that was a great sermon, I just didn’t understand it.”  And, obviously, when we understand a mystery, then there’s a problem, right?  What the story is trying to give us is the experience that we can stop trying to grab hold of truth and understand that I can’t think about the Intelligence that gives me birth, it’s thinking through me.  And I can’t touch beauty, but I can be touched by it if I trust.   If I don’t trust, I’ll tear everything apart.  So, Thomas is playing that out.  Reason leads us very deep into the Path for the sacred, but there has to be a realization that that Intelligence does not belong to me, and I’m not free to use it any way I want.  I have to recognize that there’s an Intelligence, a patterning in Nature, and in life, of which I am an expression.  And that’s what Jesus is calling us to – not to The Presbyterian Church – I’ll say it again:  If at the end of my ministry, all I’ve done is make more Presbyterians, then I will have wasted my life.  If, at the end of my ministry, all I’ve done is create sectarian Christians, I will have wasted my life.  But, if even one person finds the ground of their own being through these stories, through the contortions, then that would have been worth it…or if any of us moves a quarter of an inch closer to it.

So, when we look at life, we see a burning bush.  We see a mystery, a churning ambiguity, and we hate ambiguity.  One mistake we make is to believe, then, in something positive.  The other is to believe in something negative.  If you feel that doubt has derailed you, it’s really because you came to believe in your doubts.  You’ve made a belief system out of doubt.  Doubt is like a beacon that will take you straight to the Intelligence.  The trick is knowing when you see that beauty, to stop and appreciate it.  But the problem is not that you think - it’s not that you’re being reasonable.  We want belief and certainty so badly that we turn even doubt into a belief system.  Whether you believe in a symbol, God, or you disbelieve in a symbol, God, if it does not lead you to the Mystery, and more importantly, the experience of yourself coming from the Mystery, from that emptiness - you can’t see it, you can’t taste it, you can’t touch it – but it’s giving you birth.

John begins his gospel with something very strange, even stranger than this sermon.  (laughter)  John begins his gospel by saying “In the beginning was the Word.”  Now, how does that fit anywhere?  Why would you stick that on the beginning of the story?  To say it’s all a symbol.  John is going to tell us stories that illustrate this central truth.  In the beginning was this Intelligence, and everything you see is an expression of that Intelligence, and nothing comes into being that is not that Intelligence.

Buddha taught people, as they went out…he said something very, very un-Presbyterian.  Imagine a life teacher leaving you with this:  

Believe nothing because some so-called wise person said it.

Believe nothing just because a belief is generally held.

Believe nothing just because it is said in ancient books.

Believe nothing just because it is said to be of divine origin.

Believe nothing just because someone else believes it.

Believe only what you, yourself, test and judge to be true.

The Bible is not asking or wanting you to believe that other people had an intimacy with God that you don’t have.  If you’re waiting for an angel to come, realize that the angel is a symbol, and that God is reaching out for you right now, whatever you call that, whether you believe in a person or not, that Intelligence is speaking to you through every being in this room and out there in Nature across the entire planet.

We can experience God through belief.  We can also experience God through doubt, and in some ways, more deeply and more profoundly.  Because, ultimately, what we’re talking about is the very mystery of being itself.  You can’t touch it, but you can be touched by it.  You cannot think it, but you think by it, through it.  Trust that beacon that God has given you – that beacon of reason, of doubt, to lead you.  Your body will sometimes see that mathematical intelligence as beauty; it will sometimes hear it as music.  Trust it, follow it until you stand before the beauty itself, and that’s when you stop and say “Wow!”

Transcribed and edited by a member of the St. Andrew's Sermon Transcription Project.
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By calling ourselves progressive, we mean that we are Christians who…

· Have found an approach to God through the life and teachings of Jesus,
· Recognize the faithfulness of other people who have other names for the way to God’s realm, and acknowledge that their ways are true for them, as our ways are true for us,

· Understand the sharing of bread and wine in Jesus’ name to be a representation of an ancient vision of God’s feast for all peoples,

· Invite all people to participate in our community and worship life without insisting that they become like us in order to be acceptable, including, but not limited to:

· believers and agnostics,

· conventional Christians and questioning skeptics

· women and men,

· those of all sexual orientations and gender identities,

· those of all races and cultures,

· those of all classes and abilities,

· those who hope for a better world and those who have lost hope;

· Know that the way we behave toward one another and toward other people is the fullest expression of what we believe,

· Find more grace in the search for understanding than we do in dogmatic certainty – more value in questioning than in absolutes,

· Form ourselves into communities dedicated to equipping one another for the work we feel called to do: 

· striving for peace and justice among all people, 
· protecting and restoring the integrity of all God’s creation, and 
· bringing hope to those Jesus called the least of his sisters and brothers,

· Recognize that being followers of Jesus is costly, and entails love, conscientious resistance to evil, and renunciation of privilege.
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