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They were a banded together group of criminals, law-breakers banded together furtively, in shadowed alleys and hidden lairs.  They were smart, cagey, by day appearing to be ordinary law-abiding citizens.  Wiley, slippery, difficult to catch and arrest, this gang topped the list of most wanted criminals.  The number of police assigned to the case had been greatly increased because the number of gang members was growing at an alarming rate, attracting more and more of the city’s misfits and malcontents and have not’s, people without a sense of worth and purpose, without a sense of belonging.  Those who lived feeling themselves powerless in the world were being lured to belong, to claim their own belonging place within the gang’s identity and power.  Because every effort was being made to stop this gang, because the police, the national guard and the judicial system all were involved, many gang members had been caught and imprisoned; many were on death row, and over a number of years many had been executed.  But still the gang remained very much alive and growing, extending its reach into more and more neighborhoods, like a hydra with many tentacles.  This dangerous gang – it was the Christians, as seen through the eyes of the Roman government 2000 years ago.

Now look out there, beyond Rome’s city gates; see the crosses, not just one but many, not just the cross on which the rabbi from Nazareth had been crucified, but also the crosses on which many of his followers, when captured, were crucified.  So, tell me:  would you have joined the church back then?  Would you have stepped across the line between what was legal and what was deemed criminal?  Would you have stepped across the line between what was safe and what was perilous?  Would you have joined the church knowing that if you were found out, there’d be a cross with your name on it, or if not crucified, you’d be thrown into a dungeon, imprisoned by a national power that wasn’t much interested in humane treatment of criminals?

It’s amazing, isn’t it, that so many people did become Christians in those early years?  Why were they willing to endanger their lives by stepping across that line?  Was it that they were so committed to the Jesus Way of living, saw it as the right way, the good way, the moral and faithful way to live?  Well, yes, but that was probably only a small part of what motivated them.  The Jesus Way was important, of course, but they weren’t thinking about living it long term, didn’t expect to have to struggle with what it meant to really live the Jesus Way long term.  They stepped over that line believing with certainty that Jesus would be back in just a minute, would return to the earth in just a minute, to lift the believers into glory.

They weren’t all that much concerned about living the Jesus Way because they didn’t think they’d be on earth tomorrow.  In just a minute Jesus would be back to lift the faithful up and out:  that powerful belief propelled them to join the church, to be baptized into the dying and rising of Christ.  And that powerful belief took them courageously and faithfully to their crosses.  Jesus would be back in just a minute.  Ah, but Jesus didn’t come back in just a minute.  Years went by.  By the time John wrote his gospel, a hundred years had passed, a whole century had gone by, and several generations of Christians had died, whether by beatings and crucifixion or by natural causes.  What hadn’t gone by were the persecutions, the imprisonments, and the crucifixions.  And belief in the immanent return of Jesus, well, it had become all too obvious that it was a mistaken belief.  He’d come back someday, but probably not in just a minute.  That belief crumbled, and you know how it is, when a belief you’ve held dear crumbles, especially if it’s a core belief in your faith, how it effects your whole system of beliefs, other beliefs challenged, other beliefs crumbling, too, like a row of dominos falling, leaving you to wonder what, if anything, there is to believe.  The early Christians experienced doubt.
Doubt:  you know, there are some Christians who view doubt as among the deadliest of sins.  Questioning, doubting – to them that’s a sin big enough to earn you eternal damnation.  Questioning and doubting are to them heresy and just cause for kicking you out of their churches.  But you’ll never get kicked out of Madison Square for voicing big questions and plenty of doubts; there are lots of questions and doubts put right out there, every Wednesday afternoon in the Bible study group.  We see doubting as normal, not a sickness of the soul, and we see question-asking as good, a way to let yourself grow, grow out of childish beliefs, grow into more mature beliefs for your adult living.  But still, questions and doubts can be troubling, especially when they concern core beliefs.

Because it’s troubling, sometimes we try to stop ourselves from wondering, but we wonder about beliefs anyway, from time to time.  Take for example belief in the sovereignty of the one God, belief that God Almighty is in charge, ruler of the universe and ruler of this world.  Despite yourself, don’t you wonder sometimes?  Given all the ugliness in the world, ugliness that assaults your eyes and your heart, given that signs of God’s reign are hard to see and, if glimpsed, quickly get eclipsed by others things which appear more real, don’t you ever wonder if the throne of the Almighty has been usurped by something else?

Maybe it’s money, money that’s really in charge, money that’s really running every facet of our lives.  Or maybe it’s individualism with a sense of arrogant entitlement, my right to be first in line, my right to have things done the way I want them to be done, my right to go after what’s good for me without concern for the common good, to view concern for the common good as socialistic or communistic, my right to have my mistakes forgiven and forgotten, but my right also to sue you in a heartbeat if you make a mistake.  Or maybe it’s violence, or the threat of violence, that’s ruling our world, bombs but also mudslinging, weapons but also demonizing any who disagree.  The sovereignty of God – don’t you ever wonder if God is really in charge, omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent?
And how about beliefs associated with discipleship, that the Jesus Way of life is good and right and possible?  To be sure, Jesus was a good guy, with a big and compassionate heart, and with a big and beautiful vision of human beings really together, a loving family.  But don’t you ever wonder if the life he touted really is possible to live?  A visionary, a dreamer of glorious dreams, but was Jesus really in touch with reality?  Forgiving each other over and over again, turning the other cheek, loving enemies, humility banishing arrogance, compassion banishing hatred – really, is that possible?
As you look around at the world, as you look at what goes on in your own family, as you look inside yourself, don’t you sometimes have doubts about God’s sovereignty and about the Jesus Way, given the way of real life?  We wonder; we doubt.
The belief that Jesus would be back in just a minute, that belief crumbled, leaving them to question other beliefs.  There were doubts.  Now, doubts weren’t prevalent in the very first years; hence, the earlier gospel writers – Mark, Matthew, Luke – had no need to address that issue.  But later, in the world that was contemporary to John, there were plenty of doubts.  Thus, he included in his book a story that wasn’t in the earlier writings, a story designed for people who were living post-certainty, a story designed for people like you and me, who have doubts.  John tells us this story about “doubting Thomas.”
Did John make up this story, a figment of his imagination, created to address a contemporary change, a contemporary need?  Probably; though some refuse to admit it, the holy scriptures have always been interpreted and reinterpreted, externally and internally, as circumstances contemporary to a generation left God’s people needing a fresh word with new insight.  Yet, though John probably created this story for his own generation, many of us see it as a story divinely inspired, to live on and touch the hearts of all generations.

This story is for us, who don’t see Jesus in the flesh, whose belief must be without seeing, without proof, and who therefore sometimes will doubt.  But note:  Thomas isn’t shamed for doubting, or threatened with punishment.  What is said simply affirms that there is a blessing in believing.  I guess that if our belief were pure, without any doubts, the blessing might shine brightest.  But there’s blessing attached even to weak, quivering faith, a blessing that makes such a difference in our lives.  We’ve discovered that truth ourselves.
Some people 2000 years ago saw them as criminals, a gang of dangerous criminals.  Some people today see us as foolish, deluded by superstitions, but not dangerous.  Well, actually, some people today do see us as dangerous, call us socialists, communists, imagine us lurking and plotting to upset their apple carts.  But really, we’re just believing doubters and doubting believers who step across the line into a life which is indeed countercultural.  Now, as from the beginning, the Jesus Way is countercultural, that is, different, and therefore, those who live the Jesus Way will encounter suspicion sometimes, and sometimes even threat.  But we step across that line courageously and faithfully.  We take a lot of baggage with us, yes, and, yes, plenty of doubts, but, stepping across the line, we discover life, life abundant.  Somehow we see what can’t be seen, and with old doubting Thomas, our hearts lift up to proclaim:  “My Lord and my God!”
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