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A Migrant People—April 23, 2017 
Rev. Dr. Linda Even 

United Church of Fayetteville 
310 E. Genesee St., Fayetteville, NY 

 
For reflection: "Doubt is not the opposite of faith; it is one element of faith." Paul Tillich 
 
*Gospel Reading:  John 20:19-31  
  
It was still the first day of the week. That evening, while the disciples were behind closed doors because 
they were afraid of the Jewish authorities, Jesus came and stood among them. He said, “Peace be with 
you.” After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. When the disciples saw the Lord, they 
were filled with joy.  Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you. As the Father sent me, so I am 
sending you.” Then he breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit.  If you forgive anyone’s sins, 
they are forgiven; if you don’t forgive them, they aren’t forgiven.” 
 
Thomas, the one called Didymus, one of the Twelve, wasn’t with the disciples when Jesus came.  The 
other disciples told him, “We’ve seen the Lord!” 
But he replied, “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands, put my finger in the wounds left by the nails, 
and put my hand into his side, I won’t believe.” 
 
After eight days his disciples were again in a house and Thomas was with them. Even though the doors 
were locked, Jesus entered and stood among them. He said, “Peace be with you.” Then he said to 
Thomas, “Put your finger here. Look at my hands. Put your hand into my side. No more disbelief. 
Believe!” 
Thomas responded to Jesus, “My Lord and my God!” 
 
Jesus replied, “Do you believe because you see me? Happy are those who don’t see and yet believe.” 
 
Then Jesus did many other miraculous signs in his disciples’ presence, signs that aren’t recorded in this 
scroll. But these things are written so that you will believe that Jesus is the Christ, God’s Son, and that 
believing, you will have life in his name. 
 
Sermon:   A Migrant People 
 This may sound odd, but when one is in seminary, it can be difficult to find a regular fulfilling 
place to worship.   I was in Chicago.  With a number pf prominent churches, indeed in many cases, 
flagships, in just about every denomination,  it was possible to hear someone like William Sloane Coffin,  
Desmond Tutu, Jeremiah Wright or other religious, political and social leaders just about every Sunday.  
We would have been crazy not to take advantage of the opportunities.  It exposed us to a lot of ideas, 
and to a lot of worship practices, but, we were always outsiders to the worshipping community.   Those 
Sunday opportunities, combined with internships and practicums, meant we didn't have a steady place 
of worship.  

Seminaries, of course, provide their own worship services.  Ours was on Monday and most often 
led by seniors ready to be let loose on the world.   Preacher and teacher of preachers, Tom Long, once 
wrote: "Jesus said, 'Feed my sheep'; not 'experiment on my rats.'"  It's the kind of comment born of 
"enduring" thirty years-worth of seminary worship.   Lots of ideas, and worship practices, lots of testing, 
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trying "techniques" and developing skills; this time with the community with which we studied, but 
still…    
 After some research and visiting, I found myself worshipping regularly at the anticipatory mass 
on Saturday afternoons with a Roman Catholic congregation to whose services I could walk.  I found 
community there, a sense of worship and peace.  I didn't receive the sacrament. It's unlikely anyone 
would have turned me away from the Table—I just respected the house rules.  Every week, the gifts for 
the Table –freshly baked bread and ruby wine—were placed in the center aisle where they sat until it 
was time for the sacrament.  I quickly learned to sit near them.  In just telling you the story I can again 
smell the bread and wine, the power of which filled me in those days.  I found worship, peace and 
fulfillment at St. Thomas the Apostle—St. Thomas the Doubter.           
 It's not something we Fourth Presbyterians and Fayetteville Baptists, who stick to numbers and 
place names for naming our churches, often think about, but I was always intrigued by a congregation 
that named itself after the most-well known doubter in all of Scripture.  I never found out how that 
came to be, but it said something I liked about the community that they chose Thomas for a role model.  

I've always liked Thomas—I confess the appeal of all the flawed characters of the New 
Testament.  They seem much more approachable—much more human kin than those who plodded 
steadily ahead, eyes upward and unfailingly on the prize, no matter the circumstances.   

I've also wondered why Thomas got to be such a famous doubter.  He certainly wasn't the first; 
and we can all attest wasn't the last.  Was it because he was one of the Twelve?  Was it because he was 
so vocal and so specific about what he wanted to see in order to believe?   Was it because he got exactly 
what he asked for in order to have his doubts resolved? 

Thomas was actually a fairly complex disciple, and unfairly remembered, if only recalled for his 
doubting.  Earlier in this same gospel, after some Jews had attempted to stone Jesus and Lazarus had 
died and the disciples were uncertain about undertaking the risk of proceeding to Judea to Lazarus' 
family, Thomas said: "Let us also go, that we may die with him."  

Yet, if Thomas seems prescient or exceptionally in tune with Jesus' ministry or God's plan in 
those moments, just a few days later…    Jesus spoke the comforting words we often hear at funerals, 
telling his disciples that he goes to prepare a place for them and they know the way he is going.  Thomas 
pipes up with, "Well, Lord, we actually have no idea where you are going." 

His next appearance is the post-Easter one and the expressed doubts about Jesus' resurrection.   
He made his demand—“unless I see, I won't believe."  And lucky him.  He got to see and touch.  And 
made his bold proclamation, "My Lord and my God!" 

After that, other than one mention of Thomas, in the Book of Acts, part of a disciple laundry list, 
Thomas disappears from the pages of Scripture.   He does not disappear however from the annals of 
church history.  Tradition has it that twenty years after Jesus' death he traveled to India, preached 
Christianity and baptized, dying in India in 72 CE.  There are still Christian communities he is considered 
to have founded and he is often referred to as the patron Saint of India.    

It is perhaps in the scope of Thomas' faith life that we can find some wisdom for our own faith 
journeys.    

Like us, he encountered Jesus, answering the call to follow and be a disciple.  Like us, sometimes 
he had insight into what Jesus was doing and God seemed to be doing.  Like us, sometimes he was 
confused, but perhaps unlike us, wasn’t' willing to pretend he did understand when he didn't.   Like us, 
sometimes, he wasn't in the room when the miracle happened or God's presence was experienced.   
Perhaps, sometimes, like us, he was jealous about that.  Thomas decided what he needed to have his 
doubts resolved and announced it clearly.  I am not sure how many of us do that, even if we can 
articulate what we need.  Unlike almost all of us, Thomas actually got his doubts resolved in the way he 
requested.  
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Jesus said those who could believe without having them resolved were happy.   I am not sure 
how many of us would affirm that.  We may have no choice but to live with our unbelief, but I suspect 
we would be happier or more satisfied or more something, if we could just see whatever it is we need to 
see – and the answers to that are as different as we are.   

Thomas didn't seem to take that as a criticism, or if he did, it didn't faze him.  He went off to do 
forty more years of ministry in Jesus’ name, bringing Christ to people who wouldn't see him –unless, in 
fact they did, in Thomas' presence and ministry.   Here's the thing about Thomas.   

He kept moving.  He did not stay in one spiritual place throughout his life and career.   He didn't 
bind himself to some past place or experience.  He didn't think that because things were so clear to him 
at one point in time, he couldn't or should have or ask questions at another.   Once he entered the land 
of doubt, he didn't choose to dwell there, perhaps letting it morph into cynicism or skepticism.   He got 
his answers and he moved again – to a ministry in a far land, where he had to preach to the people like 
the one he had once been –who weren't there, who hadn't seen, who hadn't touched, and still were 
invited to believe.  That had to be far more humbling than hearing Jesus' few words of correction.       

He was a migrant – moving from one spiritual place to another and back again.   From naïve 
enthusiasm, to insight and courage, to confusion and doubt, certainty  and mission, and, no doubt, back 
and through those many lands of faith's journey, Thomas moved again and again, not allowing himself 
to be locked into one landscape – yet never abandoning the journey.       

The scope of Thomas' faith, discipleship and ministry may be our best "advice" from this disciple  
--  to let ourselves be a migrant people, not bowing to discouragement or skepticism, to ask our 
questions, to proclaim our faith, to not be embarrassed by confusion or doubt, to travel the paths of 
following and leading, learning and teaching, proclaiming and wondering, to remember what we do see 
or experience that sustains our faith, and to recall Jesus words of blessing to those who have yet to see, 
but still believe.   That actually sounds like a pretty good model for ministry and discipleship.            

 


