12th April 2026 
John 20.19-31

           The Untidiness of Asking Questions

Lord God – our prayer is that the written word will point us to Christ, the Living Word. So, in his name we pray and for his 	voice we listen.  Amen.

  Nicknames stick.  
   They are often unfair and far from true, emphasising a minor part of someone’s character whilst ignoring and devaluing their more complicated and nuanced whole.
   So, Alexander is probably overpromoted to The Great, Ivan has just one characteristic of being The Terrible and Richard must have appreciated the poetic compliment of being labelled The Lionheart. 
   Sometimes a nickname can be used to make a point, and most political commentators believed Mrs Thatcher was always rather pleased at being known as The Iron Lady.
   Growing up I remember my dad contacting his brother on a Sunday night with the words Just going to phone Spud.  We all took my uncle’s nickname for granted, its origin lost in the mist of time as two boys grew up at the Swillett in Chorleywood using names that stayed with them for the rest of their lives.  When asked to give the eulogy at my uncle’s funeral, it seemed only right that rather than use his long name of Anthony Gilbert Leslie Green, I too should just call him Spud!
   I suspect that if a nickname was obligatory Thomas would have preferred to have been remembered as Thomas Diddymus or Thomas the Twin, but that was not to be and every Sunday after Easter he pops up in the lectionary as Doubting Thomas.  The question has always been, Is that really fair?
   There is, after all, the possibility that we might expect someone’s faith journey to be linear and predictable. As we grow in faith we might even assume our doubts will inevitably diminish and our questions permanently subside.
   Let me say here and now, I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone for whom that is really true!  Instead, most of us, it seems to me, when it comes to faith are members of the Hokey Cokey Club.  One minute we feel we are in, the next we are out.  We have days when our faith seems strong, and other times when it’s not easy to sing the Alleluias of Easter.
   Thomas seems to be like that, on course one moment and off course the next.  Perhaps, in truth, we’re all like that.  

   So, this morning, on this Sunday after Easter, once again we meet with Thomas and ask does he deserve the nickname of being primarily known as Thomas the Doubter? 

    He is, of course, the disciple who missed Easter. 
   After three intensive years walking beside Jesus and sharing banter with his colleagues, for reasons we are never privy to, he misses out on that most pivotal of moments, the resurrection.

   This marked him and made him different, suddenly he no longer shared that sense of commonality which had bound the twelve together now for three years. He became an outsider.

   So, quite understandably Thomas asks many questions.  His was an honest inquiry hitched up to just a smidgin of stubbornness as he proclaims unless I see the nail prints in his hands and then put my hand into the spear wound in his side I will not believe.

   We also meet Thomas’ strong character when word came from Bethany that Lazarus is gravely ill and so Martha and Mary summon Jesus.  Having retreated from a dangerous Jerusalem all the disciples advise Jesus to stay put in their cordon of safety, apart from Thomas who, at this point, might have been remembered by the nickname Brave Thomas.  He advises Jesus to go south and pledges his allegiance, despite the danger, to go with him.

   Thomas doesn’t do well with Group Think. He’s part of a group, yet he retains his individuality within that group.  Surely a healthy quality.  He plays his part but doesn’t lose his soul to this team around Jesus. 

   And now that theme emerges once again.  Having missed Easter Day he’s not really part of The Community of the Resurrection and perhaps it should come as no surprise to us that he won’t believe just because others tell him to.  That’s never been his style.  He wants to find his own way, a pathway of integrity.

   Doubt is often a component of faith.  It refuses to rush towards certainty and meanders instead by asking questions and exploring ideas.  It doesn’t go at anyone else’s speed because it needs to be thorough.  The point is not to get to orthodoxy but to arrive at authenticity. And the simple methodology at the centre of this process is that of asking questions.

George Carey, a former Archbishop of Canterbury once said: I believe the untidiness of asking questions is essential, and sometimes gloriously creative.

A former Dean of Bristol, when considering the bewildering array of ecological issues that face us all today, has said that when it comes to him making a response as a Christian to Creation and our part in it, he’s come up with three questions: What can I know?  What can I do? What can I hope for?

So, the list of nicknames for Thomas grows at every turn.  Not just Doubting Thomas but also Brave Thomas and even Inquiring Thomas.

Perhaps we could add just one more by calling him Patient Thomas.  

They say a week is a long time in politics, well it must have seemed an eternity for Thomas, that week between the resurrection when all his friends met with Jesus and the day, a whole week later, when he finally did.  Yet not only did Thomas not run away, he also seems to have stayed close to his fellow disciples, immersed in their fellowship together and found one week on once again gathering behind closed doors. This is the Thomas who waited and lingered patiently.

And Thomas was certainly there this time as Jesus mysteriously appears, utters a greeting of deep significance, Peace be with you, and then invites Thomas to feel his wounds.  This became a moment of affirmation for Thomas, and he becomes one of the very first to proclaim a personal faith in Jesus with the words, My Lord and My God.  It must have felt a long time coming but now Thomas isn’t on the margins any longer, but at the very centre of this Community of the Resurrection.

It’s good to be with other pilgrims even when we are finding the path difficult.  Perhaps we’re drawn to stay away and batten down the hatches, and there may, indeed, be times when that kind of solitude is good for us.  Yet, generally, there is so much that can be restorative when we meet in community.  Just to be in the flow of worship and prayer can be a blessing, even if we are finding it had to sing or praise.  Faith is often caught, rather than taught, and that happens through shared encounter.  

Thomas showed exemplary patience during that week when he wobbled.  He didn’t give up meeting with the others; indeed, Thomas waits in a room full of believers, with a head full of doubts.

We meet Thomas just about every Sunday after Easter.  Indeed, when I came to AFC in 2012 to, as they say, Preach with a Peep,  a week on from Easter Sunday, his story was the basis of the very first sermon I uttered from this pulpit!  And I think he’s always a welcomed guest in our annual resurrection reflections, because his story reminds us that all the Easter emotions that we encounter in the Gospels, or have personally as we read the Easter story are valid.  Valid because our resurrected Lord embraces folk who have such a variety of reactions to his rising.  He embraces them, and us, with love, welcome and peace.  He reassures Mary, he teaches the Emmaus disciples, he reinstates Peter and in today’s passage he helps Thomas believe.

So, I’m glad this disciple pops up every year, because in one way or another, we all meet ourselves in Thomas.

And may we, like him, one week on from Easter greet our risen Lord with the affirmation: My Lord and My God.  

In the name of God who is Eternal Love, Word made Flesh and Breath of Life.  Amen

Ian Green, Amersham, 9th April 2026
