Now Thomas (called Didymus), one of the Twelve, was not with the disciples when Jesus came.
Sometimes, you know, you just have to be there. Because isn't that the point of this story about Thomas? He wasn't there. He wasn't there when, like a bolt from the blue, the beaten, disgraced, pierced, broken, executed, and most importantly, dead, Jesus appeared risen from the dead, still bearing his wounds yet bursting with God's creative, redeeming, resurrection life. Thomas wasn't there and so he said what you or I would say, "Pull the other one!" Well, not quite "Pull the other one" not even its equivalent in Aramaic but actually something very similar, "Unless I see….I will not believe."

You had to be there, and Thomas wasn't. Let's imagine it's Cup Final day and let's imagine (and this will be easier for some of you than others) that you are a died in the wool, lifelong and passionate Stoke City fan. For reasons that we needn't go into here, you can't make it to the final so you have to watch the game at home with your friends. There is 2 minutes to go and Stoke City are 1-0 down and Man City are firmly in control and you can't bear it any more so you make yourself a cup of tea and go and sit at the bottom of the garden, miserable and despairing. And then suddenly there is a loud whooping from the house and your friends run out and say, "We won! We won! 2-1! Two goals in 2 minutes!". You can't believe it, you can't believe that kind of miracle could happen and so you think perhaps this is some terrible, cruel wind up or your friends have had one beer too many and you tell them so in language appropriate to the occasion. But they insist, "we won, two goals in 2 minutes." Still you don't believe it but you go into the house and you look at the TV screen and sure enough it's red-and-white striped shirts that go up to collect the Cup and then you see the replay and the evidence is overwhelming and you kneel down and give thanks to the gods of football.

Now, I have to warn you that this story does not have the status of a prophecy. The point is Thomas wasn't there either and he doesn't believe what his friends are telling him about this miracle of resurrection because who would? I'm not sure that Thomas is anymore doubting than any of the other disciples. We know from the other gospels that they all struggled to take in this ridiculous, extraordinary and mindbending fact of resurrection. The resurrection story was hard to believe then and it's hard to believe now. People in the first century knew the dead people didn't come back from the dead and certainly not dead people who had been subjected the tender mercies of Roman executioners. Thomas, after the cross, is fearful, discouraged and miserable. Hopes have been dashed, dreams trampled on and the future stolen. So when his friends tell him, "We have seen the Lord", of course it sounds like a cruel joke, a kind of madness or one glass of wine too many.

But one day, a week later, he is there. By God's grace, Thomas is granted the gift of the presence of the risen Christ, that is to say his physical presence. He is given the opportunity to actually place his hands on the wounds made by the crucifiers. He gets his evidence, he gets to see and so he believes and when Thomas believes he believes in a big way, "My Lord and my God!"

But all this poses a question of which the writer of John's Gospel is well aware. What about us? By "us" I mean those who are invited to share in the wonder of the resurrection and yet do not have Thomas' privilege of being an eyewitness to the risen Christ? In one sense, Thomas before he saw Jesus risen was in the same situation as the rest of us, he had only the testimony of others to go on. And I don't know what you make of the story of the resurrection? Do you ever wish it were easier to believe? Do you ever wish you could have some of that hard evidence? A TV replay? Jesus standing in front of you, someone you might reach out and touch? So Jesus says to Thomas,
Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed

Originally,  John's Gospel would have finished here with the story of Thomas, chapter 21 of the gospel was added later. So the original ending of John's Gospel would be verse 31 of chapter 20 

Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.

These words, the signs, have been written down so that people like you and me might believe and in believing have life. We do not see the risen Jesus and yet the risen Jesus says, "Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed."

So how are you and me and our friends and members of our family going to enter into this life that Jesus offers through his resurrection? How will we believe if we have not seen?
Some quick thoughts then on Thomas, believing and resurrection faith.

Firstly, even though we cannot see the risen Jesus , it does not mean that we cannot meet him. We can meet with the risen Jesus in all sorts of different ways but I want to suggest that we most likely to encounter him and be supported in our faith in the company of those who call themselves his followers. It's interesting to notice how in John's Gospel the proclamation of the resurrection changes from an individual response to a shared, community response. So Mary Magdalen runs and tells the disciples in John 20.18, "I have seen the Lord!" And then a few verses later when Jesus appears to his disciples we are told that they were "overjoyed when they saw the Lord" and the proclamation changes from "I have seen ..." to "We have seen the Lord!" So it moves from being just the insight of one or two individuals to being the shared faith of a whole community of people. Both the individual and the corporate response are important but it seems to be the case that Jesus anticipates that his word and life will be carried not by talented individuals alone but by his people, his church. Which is why perhaps we have this story of a "mini Pentecost" where Jesus breathes on his disciples and says "Receive the Holy Spirit." Jesus entrusts to his church his message and wherever two or three are gathered in his name there he will be amongst them. So if we want to meet the risen Jesus we have to meet with one another. Thomas's problem in the first instance is that he wasn't there, he "was not with the disciples when Jesus came." For whatever reason he had separated himself from the community and so he missed the coming of the risen Christ. Churches can be maddening, difficult, awkward places because they're full of difficult, maddening an awkward people like us. But here is the extraordinary gift and privilege: it is among such people that Jesus promises to make himself known in his risen power. So when we struggle to believe, when we wish that we might have more concrete evidence, we need one another not simply to encourage one another (though that is important too) but because together we are the venue of Jesus' coming. "The Lord is here"  - we sometimes say it at the beginning of the prayer of thanksgiving communion. He is here, by his Spirit breathed into his church and he is here with us now.

And secondly and finally, if this is true then this is our greatest motivation for mission. If it's true that you "had to be there" then surely we should be inviting people to the party? We don't want anybody to be left out. Fortunately, Thomas got a second chance. We need to give our friends and families every possible chance to meet with the risen Christ. So when we invite them, as we might, to church, we are not inviting them to join an organisation, we are not after their money and we don't want them so we can add them to the electoral roll, no, the invitation, which is Jesus' invitation, is to join us in celebrating the presence of the risen Lord Jesus in our midst. "A week later his disciples were in the house again, and Thomas was with them." That's the point at which everything changed for Thomas, when he was not with the disciples he misses the experience but when he is with the disciples his life is transformed for ever: "My Lord and my God!" What is a church? A church is a place where people gather to celebrate with one another the fact that Jesus Christ has conquered death and has been raised to life and because of this we who are lonely, isolated and lost can believe and by believing "may have life in his name". Amen.
