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“Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.”  That statement, it kept grumbling around in Marcie’s head, a ragged nagging worry, till finally she made an appointment to talk with her pastor.  “I love the first part of that statement,” she said.  “It’s beautiful, totally inclusive, a blessing that addresses all of us, really, since none of us have seen Jesus in the flesh.  But the second part worries me.  It’s exclusive; it limits the blessing to believers, and I’m not sure that includes me.  My belief isn’t strong and solid, it’s sort of squishy and fickle and rocky, up and down, sometimes on but sometimes off.  Tell me, please tell me how to get rid of my doubts.”


That worry about doubts:  it got planted in Marcie, and it got planted in many of us, by people who insist that if you’re a true believer, you cannot, must not have any doubts.  They insist that doubt is the enemy, that doubt kills belief.  It’s such an irony, the way they define strong belief, because their definition actually turns belief into something weak, something that will crater and dissolve if touched by the least bit of questioning, belief a trembly-legged thing that cowers and can’t stand up in the presence of doubt.  But they just don’t get it, the mistake they make when they twist the statement to read, “Blessed are those who have not seen, yet have no doubts.”  


Friends, all of us have doubts; we’ll always have doubts.  Oh, some people claim that they don’t, but they do.  Thing is, they’re scared to death of their doubts.  And that fear has pushed them into denial, to repress their doubts, hide them even from themselves, because they’ve been told that doubting is a terrible, terrible sin.

But listen:  doubting is not sinful.  Doubting is a sign that we are normal human beings – not bad, not spiritually sick – just normal human beings.  So long as we are living in this mortal world and in these mortal bodies, with limited human cognition and limited human vision, so long as we’re alive, we’ll be living with doubts.  Time and time again, we’ll run into a wall related to the sacred, something that can’t be proved, can’t be verified as absolutely certain, not by the very best human minds nor by what anybody can see, hear, touch, smell, taste.  And when we’re up against that wall, where there is no certainty, there will be uncertainty, of course, which is what doubt is.  Life with doubts, that’s the way it is for normal, sane human beings.

And here’s something else about us human beings:  there is within us this paradox, that is, two realities which appear mutually exclusive, but aren’t, two realities which appear unable to exist in the same breath, as it were, but can.  See, we can doubt and believe.

Now Marcie and many of us were taught that that’s not possible, that doubt and belief are mutually exclusive, that it’s either/or, either believe or doubt, no way can you do both.  But what we were taught is wrong.  How is it possible that we can both doubt and believe?  I don’t know; all I do know is that we live that paradox, as doubting believers, as believing doubters.

And here’s something else that’s strange but true:  belief doesn’t have to be big and mighty in order to stand up alongside big and mighty doubts.  Belief can be this tiny little “maybe,” this tiny little “maybe it could be true.”  It can be a “maybe” that’s no bigger than the tiniest of tiny mustard seeds, and that’s enough.  That’s what Jesus said, remember?  So, wherever you are along the belief continuum, whether way over there atop faith’s mountain, or way over there living with a tiny “maybe,” or somewhere in between, know that the statement includes you fully, where you are:  “Blessed are those who have not seen yet have come to believe.”  You are blessed.  But what exactly is the blessing?

You have to read on to find the answer to that question.  John the gospel writer tells us what the blessing is.  The blessing is “life in his name.”  Those who believe in Jesus, including those whose belief is but a tiny “maybe,” will be blessed, will have life in his name.  But what does that mean?

Well, some say that it refers to life after death, that Jesus will be waiting for you at the pearly gates to sign his name on your entry pass; by virtue of his name you’ll have life, life eternal in the name of Jesus.  The blessing, life in his name, some tie the blessing to the next life.  But, whether or not that’s so, I think the blessing has just as much to do with our present living.  I think the blessing – life in his name – is present, not just future.  But then again, what is life in the name of Jesus?  What does that mean?  Well, all I can do is tell you what it means to me, how it is that I experience life in the name of Jesus as different from life in the name of Ilene Dunn.

See, when I’m in the life-in-the-name-of-Ilene mode, my living is structured around my perspectives, my opinions, my priorities, and, yes, sometimes my prejudices.  And all of that is attached to my comfort zone, the perspectives, opinions, priorities, prejudices that are familiar and comfortable.  And within my comfort zone is “my” church, the church I want, the church that nurtures my perspectives, opinions, priorities and maybe even my prejudices, my church ever so stable and unchanging, familiar and safe.  But it’s real different when I’m in the life-in-the-name-of-Jesus mode, because then I have to think about Jesus’ perspectives, his opinions, his priorities, and, yes, his prejudice against self-centeredness, and against oppression, and against bigotry and injustice.

In that mode, I have to live my life structured, not around all the Ilene stuff, but around all the Jesus stuff, around the gospel.  And that means I have to live ready to be disrupted, changed, my opinions and perspectives and all the rest subject to the Spirit, which blows where it will.  And in the life-in-the-name-of-Jesus mode, I see the church differently, too, not mine, not yours, not owned by us, not under the thumb of our perspectives, opinions, priorities and prejudices, but the church of Jesus Christ, subject only to the Spirit, which again blows where it will.

Living in the name of Jesus, allowing my own perspectives and priorities and all the rest to be changed, guided by his way of life:  it’s real different from living in the name of Ilene Dunn.  And it takes me way out of my comfort zone.  And this I know:  if I didn’t believe in Jesus, I wouldn’t do it, and sometimes I don’t.  The Ilene Dunn stuff gets in there, and I get unfocused, or I do get focused, focused on the gospel, and I get scared.  I don’t always live in the name of Jesus, not by a long shot.  But when I do, that’s when I understand what the blessing is, the same blessing you’ve discovered when you live in the name of Jesus.  Living in the name of Jesus:  it blesses you with this sense of the sacred, sacred meaning and purpose, in which you are participating.

And it blesses you with this exquisite feeling of being embraced by the sacred, and there’s just no greater blessing than that.  And get this:  the blessing comes while you are doing that living, not afterwards, not as some sort of reward, but the living itself is the blessing.  So, when I get scared, when I’m oh so tempted to stay in my comfort zone, when doubts pop up and not just doubts about faith matters, but doubts about my ability to live in Jesus’ name, doubts about my ability to live my calling as a minister to lead you into the ways of the gospel, when doubts pop up, well, I do the same thing you do.  I take a deep breath and make myself remember that I am breathing in the breath of God.  And then, breathing, I discover that I am able to take the next step, scary as it may be, that next step of living in the name of Jesus.  But of course I couldn’t do it, not even for a little while, were it not for the grace of God, and that grace, that blessing, that exquisite embrace of the sacred, it’s always there when you lean on and into the everlasting arms of God.

PAGE  
6

