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I was on a social media sight earlier this week and someone had a post that I thought I 

would share with you all this morning. It said “Last week, the empty tomb. This week, the 

empty pew.” You know, I can remember the first Sunday after Easter when I preached during 

my first year of ministry when I was living in North Carolina, I got so depressed. The Sunday 

before, you see, the pews were full and there was so much energy and excitement in the 

church, you could just feel it and I felt like there was an equal amount energy and excitement in 

my sermon. I was so hopeful and I said to myself “With all this excitement and enthusiasm I just 

know all these people will be back next Sunday.” But then the next Sunday, wasn’t I surprised? I 

didn’t know enough at the time to know that this was normal and it really wasn’t my fault. That 

has always been the problem of the church. It is the age old problem of how to sustain the 

magic of the resurrection when Easter is over, how to keep the magic going when we get back 

to business as usual.   

How do we get the pews filled the way they usually are on Easter? How I wish I knew. How 

do we reach the people who don’t come that often, or who don’t come at all because they 

simply don’t believe? How I wish I had all the answers. But today in the church on the Second 

Sunday of Easter we traditionally tell the story of Thomas, who, in my opinion, has always been 

the patron saint of all these tough-minded people. He is the patron saint of all those people 

who aren’t the core faithful of any church, the core faithful that every church has, and that core 

faithful, frankly is most of whom we see here today. For all those people who only come to 

church on Christmas and Easter, or who maybe show up for weddings, confirmations and 
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baptisms, or who don’t even show up then, Thomas is their hero. They may not know that 

Thomas is their hero, they usually aren’t here to hear the story of Thomas that we usually tell 

on the Sunday after Easter, but Thomas is their hero.  

Now you may say to me, “Pastor, who do you mean by Thomas?” And you may not know 

who I’m talking about unless I call him Doubting Thomas, but that is a silly thing to call him, 

because he believes something, he shouldn’t just be defined by what he doesn’t believe. And 

just what does Thomas believe? Well, let us listen to his story.  

The story of Thomas begins on the evening of the first day of the week we are told, on that 

first Easter Sunday when Jesus appeared to Mary Magdalene in the garden and she announced 

that she had seen the Lord. The disciples were all together and the doors were locked, because 

the disciples were afraid of their Jewish opponents who had just crucified Jesus and who are 

likely to come after anyone who is a follower of Jesus. You remember the story about how 

Peter denied Jesus three times as Jesus was on trial for his life. Well, Peter denied Jesus 

because he was afraid, and all of the disciples are afraid and so on this night they have locked 

the doors. But in spite of locking the doors, Jesus suddenly appeared among them and said 

“Peace be with you” and he showed them his hands where he was nailed to the cross and his 

side where the spear went through. He said again, “Peace be with you. As the Father has sent 

me, I am sending you.” He then breathed on them and said “Receive the Holy Spirit. If you 

forgive anyone’s sins they are forgiven; but if you do not forgive them, then they are not 

forgiven.”  

Now, what does Thomas say to all of this? He says nothing. He is not around, and that 

seems appropriate, if it is true, as I have said that he is the hero for those who are often not 
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around, who are often not gathered when the faithful are gathered. But the other disciples tell 

him all about this event, and Thomas famously says something, and what does he say? What he 

famously says is “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails 

were, and put my hand in his side, I will not believe.” But believe what? Doubting Thomas, O 

come on now. Enough of that. Don’t tell me what you don’t believe. Tell me what you do 

believe. Does he believe the disciples are all lying? Does he believe they all made this story up 

to fool him? Does he believe that someone else came into the room but it wasn’t Jesus, it just 

looked like Jesus? Whenever I am talking to all those tough-minded folks they say to me, “Now 

pastor, if you want me to come to your church, I want to know what it is that you believe? Do 

you believe that the earth was created in seven days? What about these miracle stories like 

Jesus turning water into wine, do you believe that? What do you believe about issues like gay 

marriage and abortion and things like that? What do you believe about a good God allowing 

innocent children to suffer in places like Syria?” And then I would say my various positions, and 

they finally hear my say something which makes them say “Ah, you see, I don’t believe that. I’ll 

see you around pastor.” And that would be the end of that.  

But you know, the last time I had that kind of conversation, I decided it would be the last 

time I had that conversation. I don’t mean to be rude to anyone, but I am not really interested 

in what you don’t believe. Let’s forget about everything we don’t believe, because it is too easy 

to tell me what you don’t believe. I want to know what you do believe. You don’t believe this 

story or that story is to be taken literally, fine, what do you believe? You don’t believe in a God 

who lets innocent children suffer. Fine. What kind of God do you believe in? What do you 

believe? 
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So what does Thomas believe, well, we don’t know for sure, because he doesn’t tell us. But 

from the fact that Thomas has just heard the story that the Lord came through a closed door 

and from the fact that he has said he wants to put his fingers in his nail holes and his hand in his 

side, I think we can gather that Thomas really does believe the disciples saw some kind of Jesus, 

but the Jesus he believes they saw was more like a ghost or a spirit, not someone with a body 

you can reach out and touch. He believes that Jesus has been raised of course but not really 

raised, not in a way that would make him a real person with a real life. When we think about 

what his beliefs are, and not just what he doubts, his beliefs actually aren’t all that 

unreasonable, are they? He believes in some kind of risen Christ. He believes in some kind of 

resurrection, but he just doesn’t want to go as far as believing that something as miraculous 

took place in the resurrection as what the rest of the disciples believe. But then, Jesus must 

have heard him because the following week, Jesus comes back to be among the disciples when 

Thomas is there, and Jesus tells him to reach out and put his finger in the nail marks in his 

hands and his hand in his side. Thomas does so, and as his finger goes through the nail holes 

and his hand passes through the Lord’s side he says “My Lord, and my God!” My Lord, and my 

God, it is like saying “wow”. And we don’t even need to be told that Thomas believes at that 

point. That exclamation, this wow, this my Lord and my God, is all we need to be told about. It is 

all we need to hear.  

But the story does not end there, because Jesus then says to Thomas “Do you believe 

because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen, and yet have come to 

believe.” Who is he talking about when he says this? He is of course, talking about you. All of 

you who are the people in the pews, who have not seen and yet believe. All of you who fill 
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these pews week after week, those who don’t need an overflowing crowd to come and 

worship. Those who don’t need it to be Easter Sunday or Christmas Eve or a baptism to come 

and worship. Those who don’t need it to be a sunny and warm day before we come and 

worship, so we don’t have to fight with the rain and snow to get here, or who don’t need it to 

be a cold and nasty day to be here because we would otherwise spend the day outside in the 

sun. He is talking about those who come no matter what because though we have not seen the 

risen Christ he is as real to you as if we too put our fingers in the nail marks in his hands and our 

hands in his side. He is saying how blessed you are.  

You know, I don’t know why it is that I remember some of the things I do, but I can 

remember one time when I was doing my chaplaincy that was a required part of my Seminary 

education, I was talking a woman who told me all about her church. Thank goodness it wasn’t a 

Presbyterian church, but she told me that she had joined this church by being baptized after 

she had accepted Christ, and no sooner had she joined and was baptized then the church said 

to her “Well, that’s all fine and dandy now let’s put you to work going out and getting other 

people to accept Christ and be baptized.” There was no moment of celebration, of thanking 

God and nurturing this person’s faith, it was ok, we’ve got you, now go out and get others. I 

think that’s terrible. Yes, I know, I know, Jesus said there is more joy in heaven over one sinner 

who repents than the ninety-nine who need no repentance. That is true. But no one should 

ever forget that we are not the ninety-nine who need no repentance, we are the one who 

repents, and the celebration over our repentance doesn’t end the day after we stand up here 

and get confirmed or baptized. It goes on forever.  
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What does Thomas have to say to us when we tell his story? If we could bring him into 

these pews today and listen to him talk, if we could turn the pulpit over to him and have him be 

our guest preacher for the day, what would he have to say to us? I think he would tell us that 

his story is not really about his doubts, and it isn’t really about the doubts of all the people who 

are like him. It is about all of you. It is about all of you who are in the pews today on this Sunday 

after Easter, the core faithful, the small in number but mighty in faith. And yes, we want to 

reach out to those who are not here today, and yes we believe that Jesus died for them too. But 

even though you have not seen, you believe that the risen Christ is as real to you as he was at 

the moment when Thomas cried out “My Lord and my God.” And that is a miracle. Don’t ever 

forget that your faith is a miracle.  


