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Sunday 7 April 2013
I doubt it! 

Year C - Easter 2 - 32C
	The Mission of the Methodist Church of New Zealand
	Our Church’s mission in Aotearoa / New Zealand is to reflect and proclaim the transforming love of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and declared in the Scriptures.  We are empowered by the Holy Spirit to serve God in the world.  The Treaty of Waitangi is the covenant establishing our nation on the basis of a power-sharing partnership and will guide how we undertake mission.
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	Acts 5.27-32 The apostles are brought to trial before the Jewish Council. The high priest accuses them of continuing to teach in Jesus’ name despite an order preventing them from doing so. Peter replies, “we must obey God rather than you.”
Psalm 118.14-29  A psalm of procession to be sung as the king enters the city. The people celebrate and the priests make a sacrifice to the Lord. “Tell the Lord how thankful you are.” Or Psalm 150
Revelation 1.4-8 John writes to the seven churches of Asia. “Jesus was the first to conquer death, and he is the ruler of all earthly kings. Christ loves us, and by his blood he set us free from our sins.”
John 20.19-31 On the evening of the day of resurrection Jesus appeared to his disciples. Thomas, who was absent, refused to believe that the others had seen the Lord. A week later Jesus came to them again. Thomas, who was present on this second occasion declared, “You are my Lord and God.” John wrote his gospel so that his readers would put their faith in Jesus.
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	Eastertide

We are now in the church season of Eastertide which extends for the 50 day period from Easter Sunday to Pentecost Sunday. The whole of this feast period is a celebration of the resurrection. Our lectionary readings this week and next will have us continuing to look at the resurrection appearances of Jesus as recorded in John’s gospel. We call today the second Sunday of Easter, but it has also been known as “Low Sunday”, “low” being in comparison with Easter Sunday which is the high-point of the Christian year.
In the archived Refresh section of the New Zealand Methodist website you will find a previous “10 Minutes on a Tuesday” resource for today’s passages, Year C – Easter 2 - 32C (11 April 2010).
“We confess the Lord Jesus Christ as God and Saviour”
Following the resurrection appearance of Jesus to Thomas he makes this remarkable statement of faith: “you are my Lord and my God!” (John 20.28.).  Though it is never reported that Jesus directly referred to himself as God, (“I and the Father are one” comes close) he accepts Thomas’s declaration of faith. While other religions acknowledge Jesus was a remarkable prophet or teacher, Christians see Christ as divine. In him we see God. The founding declaration of the WCC states, “The World Council of Churches is a fellowship of churches which confess the Lord Jesus Christ as God and Saviour according to the scriptures, and therefore seek to fulfil together their common calling to the glory of the one God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.” 
Thomas and apocryphal literature
The name of Thomas is put to the second century Gospel of Thomas which was discovered among the Nag Hammadi scolls, which were discovered in Upper Egypt in 1945, and is a collection of sayings ascribed to Jesus. Telling a rather more interesting story is a third century apocryphal manuscript called the Acts of Thomas. The second “act” in this manuscript tells a legend of Thomas being commissioned to build a palace for the King of India. Thomas was supplied with a bounty of money and provisions for the task, but instead of using this for construction, he gave it all away to the poor and needy. When he was eventually called to account by the king he explained that the palace that he was building for the king was not one that could be seen in this life. He would only get to see it after he had died! 



	Preaching thoughts and Questions
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The St. Thomas
Syro-Malabar Catholic Church, Kokkamangalam, Kerala, South India - believed to be one of seven churches founded by Thomas.

	Today’s gospel reading brings us to the story of Thomas. He was one of Jesus’ twelve chosen disciples and, based on today’s reading, he is commonly known as “doubting Thomas”. 
Nobody would want to be called a doubting Thomas! It is true that he couldn’t believe the other disciples when they told him that they had seen the resurrected Christ. But we can easily miss the fact that Thomas was actually one of the heroes of the gospel and we can learn much from him. 
Having said that our knowledge of him is, at best, sketchy. He was a twin, but we don’t know who the other twin was. It is John’s gospel that records for us three significant incidents in which he is involved:

1. Jesus desired to head back toward Jerusalem. The disciples knew that this would be dangerous and sought to discourage him – all except Thomas who said, “let’s go so we can die with him.” (John 11.16). Thomas appears here as a courageous and loyal pessimist.
2. Not long later, in Jerusalem, Jesus told his disciples “you know the way to where I am going” to which Thomas replied, “we don’t even know where you are going! How can we know the way?” (John 14.4-5). Thomas here was honest and bold enough to give voice to the question that was on everyone’s mind.

3. The final incident is the one covered by our reading today. Coping with the grief associated with his Master’s death, Thomas retreated from the other disciples. He wasn’t present with them when the resurrected Lord appeared. Later, when the disciples told him that they had seen the Lord, he refused to believe them. He needed a first-hand experience. When Jesus appeared to them a second time Thomas was present. His doubts turned to faith and he worshipped Jesus as Lord and God.
Doubt is often presented as being the opposite of faith. But, in our experience, it is often through doubts that our faith grows. As we mature in faith, it is natural for us to re-assess and re-evaluate what we believe and who we believe in. While for a new Christian it may be enough to simply say, “Jesus is the answer” sooner or later we are likely to come to the stage of asking, “How is Jesus the answer?” and “Where can we see faith in Christ making a difference in this particular situation?” 
Like Thomas we may listen to the accounts of the faith of others and think, “I doubt it!” Like him we may also feel that we need convincing, we need to see some evidence for ourselves. We are drawn to look again to Jesus and ask afresh, “Who is this man?” and “How is it that he can be God coming to me?” and “What does it really mean that he died on a cross so long ago?”

We each carry our own mental pictures, metaphors, concepts and images that help us to understand God. But our faith changes and, in the end, our own concepts begin to crumble and prove to be too small for God. Or God proves to be too big. The old concepts don’t fit. We begin to doubt.
To have honest doubts about things, that we may have assumed for years to be true, is not necessarily bad or unhealthy. On the contrary our questions and doubts can form the pathway to renewed faith and revised hopes. For our faith to grow sometimes it needs revising. 
God works in unexpected ways and to keep up with him, from time to time, we need to revise our hopes and renew our commitment. Doubts, trials and struggles are the very things that can cause our faith to change and be renewed. They can make faith stronger. 

If we neglect to examine our faith, it can disappear altogether. Thomas’s need for reassurance should cause us to review our faith by asking:

· How has our faith changed over the years? 
· Is it stronger or weaker? 
· Have we grown in favour with God? 
· Have we allowed God to mould us and shape us as he wishes? 
We are all changing. In internal and unseen ways we’re all changing, and God is asking us this morning to make him Lord of those changes … to allow him to shape us.
Legend has it that Thomas, revitalised by his encounter with the resurrected Lord took the gospel to India. Whether or not there is truth in the legend, remarkably in South India there is a group of Saint Thomas Christian Churches that can trace their origins back to ancient times and claim their founder was the apostle. 
The answer to doubt is a fresh encounter with the resurrected Lord. Like Thomas, once we own and battle our way through our doubts we can emerge with a faith that is stronger and richer. Some beliefs peripheral to our faith may drop away so that we end up believing fewer things but believing them with a stronger faith. This is the faith that we, like Thomas, can share with others.
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Thomas Lynch
1818-1871

	Thomas Toke Lynch

Another Thomas who no doubt struggled with his faith was English Congregational minister, Thomas Toke Lynch. It is said that he lacked popular gifts and he also suffered from very poor health (as is evidenced by the photo on the left). He resigned from his first church and withdrew from the next due to ill health. 
When he published his hymn book “Rivulet: Hymns for heart and voice” he found himself the centre of bitter controversy. The editor of the British Banner wrote “there was not one particle of vital religion or Evangelical piety in the book”, and Charles Haddon Spurgeon declared that Lynch had “negative theology”. The main criticism centred around Lynch’s appreciation of nature which, to nineteenth century English minds, had little place in hymnry.  The strain of the controversy hastened his death at 53 years of age. It was Lynch who penned the words:
My faith it is an oaken staff;

The traveller’s well loved aid…
I’ll travel on and still be stirred

By silent thought or social word

By all my perils undeterred

A soldier-pilgrim staid.
This hymn can be found in Hymns and Psalms 684 - where an editor has changed “social word” in the verse above to read “my Master’s word”.
Quotes about doubt
Those who doubt most, and yet strive to overcome their doubts, turn out to be some of Christ's strongest disciples.

Selwyn Hughes
We're not necessarily doubting that God will do the best for us; we are wondering how painful the best will turn out to be.
CS Lewis 
Doubt is the father of invention.
Galileo


	 Broader /   

 Personal

 Preparation
  Ctrl+Click to  

  follow links


	Several movies explore the interplay between faith and doubt. These ones come to mind:
Agnes of God (1985) PG

Starring Jane Fonda, Anne Bancroft and Meg Tilly this movie is set in a convent in Canada. It tells the story of a naïve and fragile young sister who gives birth, and it raises the question “how is God involved in this?” 
The third miracle (1999) M 

This is another movie with a Roman Catholic setting. I love this one and it had a mention in “10 Minutes on a Tuesday” earlier this year. Ed Harris plays a priest, Father Frank Shore, whose job it is to verify miracles of those on the path to beatification. However this priest is having his own crisis of faith.

Shadowlands (1993) PG

Shadowlands tells the true story of CS Lewis’s unlikely romance with Joy Gresham. It is brilliantly played by Anthony Hopkins and Debra Winger. When Gresham develops terminal cancer Lewis’s faith is sorely tested.
Some music tracks that follow the same theme:

· “Love and hard times” off Paul Simon’s 2011 album “So beautiful or so what”. 

· “Answers don’t come easy” off Leslie Phillips’ (now going by the name of Sam Phillips) 1987 album “The Turning”. This could be used to set the scene for today’s service.

· Scottish musician Midge Ure (formerly frontman for Ultravox and, for a short time, with Thin Lizzy) has a 1988 album called “Answers to nothing”. Listen particularly to “Dear God” and the title track. 
· Aussie soprano Grace Bawden also recorded her own arrangement of Dear God as a 14 year old, and released it in 2009 on her debut album.
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NRSV = New Revised Standard Version of the Bible
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	Set up two “stations” to allow people to respond to today’s message. In larger congregations you will need to set up more than one of each station and instruct people to go to the two different ones. They can be visited in any order. You will need:

· At one station some paper squares with exclamation marks and, at the other, squares with question marks
· Pencils

· The following instructions printed out in large type:

This I know
Read:
Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not

            written in this book. But these are written that you may come to believe 

            that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through believing you 

            may have life in his name. John 20.30-31 NRSV 
Think:
The popular saying is that the nothing is certain except death and taxes. 
            What things are you sure about?

Do:
Take a pencil and write (or draw) on the paper with an exclamation mark a
            few of the things that you believe most strongly. Take your list with you.
Pray:    Lord God, before you I confess that I only know in part. Shape my beliefs
            so that they are in line with your truth.
I doubt it
Read:
The other disciples told him (Thomas), “We have seen the Lord.” But he 

            said to them, “Unless I put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand

            in his side, I will not believe.”. John 20.25 NRSV 
Think:
It is not always wise to unthinkingly accept what others tell us. Through

            questioning we may lose some of our beliefs and strengthen others.
Do:
Take a pencil and write (or draw) on the paper with a question mark a few 
            of the things that you are currently unsure about. Take your list with you.
Pray:    Lord God, thank you that you believe in me. Whatever else, may I believe
            that Jesus is your Son, and through believing have life in his name.


	Music

AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa

CMP:  Complete Mission Praise

HIOS: Hope is our Song

FFS: Faith Forever Singing

MHB: Methodist Hymn Book
H&P: Hymns and Psalms

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3
S4:  The Source 4

SIS: Scripture in Song
WHV:  With heart and Voice
WOV:  With One Voice

	Hymns & Songs
At the name of Jesus  WOV 170; H&P 74; CMP 41; S1 33
A safe stronghold our God is still MHB 494; H&P 661; CMP 2
Begone, unbelief MHB 511; H&P 667
Come again among your people WHV 46
God of the northerlies HIOS 45

He is Lord H&P 256; SIS 49; CMP 220; S1 158
Have faith in God my heart WOV 552; H&P 675   
I believe in Jesus CMP 264; S1 195
I know not why CMP 279
In Christ alone S3 1311

I walk by faith S1 253

Jesus is Lord! Creation’s voice proclaims it SIS 360; CMP 367; S1 284

Jesus stand among us in your risen power MHB 684; H&P 530; CMP 380

Jesus stand among us at the meeting of our lives SIS 427; CMP 381
Jesus take me as I am SIS 318; CMP 382; S1 297
Jesus, these eyes have never seen MHB 111; WOV 508
Let the weak say I am strong S2 862

Lord I lift your name on high CMP 881; S1 330
My faith it is an oaken staff H&P 682

O love that will not let me go MHB 448; WOV 525; H&P 685; CMP 515
Song of faith that sings forever  FFS 57
Trust in the Lord SIS 117
When our confidence is shaken H&P 686   
Wonderful grace CMP 966; S2 1070
Thomas’s Song
I stood with crowds that day of days

my Lord came riding by.

I threw my branches at his feet,

and sang his name on high. 

I saw him at Gethsemane

when he had knelt to pray.

Then soldiers came - his friends awoke:

I saw them run away.

I stood in shadow as my Lord

by Peter was denied.

I froze in horror as they sent 

him to be crucified.

I watched him bear his heavy cross

along Golgotha road.

I thought to help: another came

to share his awful load.

I saw him hang with common thieves

upon a cross of shame.

He looked at me before he died

and called me by my name.

I saw him in the upper room,

with wounded hands and side.  

I touched the nail marks in his hands.

‘My Lord, my God’, I cried.

I know that Jesus died for me:

my pardon I receive.

Blest be the ones who, though they have 

not seen, will still believe.

© Jan Chamberlin (used with permission)  Tune: Horsley, Methodist Hymn Book 180 (There is a green hill far away)
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	Call to worship   
Based on Psalm 118.27-29
The Lord is our God!
    He has given us light!
 The Lord is our God!
    We will praise him and tell him
    how thankful we are.

    because he is kind
    and always merciful.
Collects 
Peace be with you.  John 20: 19-31

God of peace,

in the experience of resurrection

your cross turns the violence of our world on itself.

The peace you give to your disciples

I too need, and ask for.

The deep peace of the glacial lake,

the serene peace of light in the snowflake,

the broad peace on the horizon at dawn,

the rolling peace of the green valleys,

I too need, and ask for.

Jesus, who appears behind the doors of our fear,

grant me your peace.

Amen.




© John Howell (used with permission)
Faithful God, 

the strength of all who believe 

and the hope of those who doubt; 

may we, who have not seen, have faith 

and believe the fullness of Christ’s blessing; 

who is alive and reigns with you, 

in the unity of the Holy Spirit, 

one God, now and forever. Amen.
© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
Psalm 118.19-29
Open to me the gates of the Temple;
    I will go in and give thanks to the Lord!

This is the gate of the Lord;
    only the righteous can come in.
I praise you, Lord, because you heard me,
    because you have given me victory.
The stone which the builders rejected as worthless
    turned out to be the most important of all.
This was done by the Lord;
    what a wonderful sight it is!
This is the day of the Lord's victory;
    let us be happy, let us celebrate!

Save us, Lord, save us!
    Give us success, O Lord!

May God bless the one who comes in the name of the Lord!
    From the Temple of the Lord we bless you.
The Lord is God; he has been good to us.
With branches in your hands, start the festival
    and march around the altar.
You are my God, and I give you thanks;
    I will proclaim your greatness.

Give thanks to the Lord, because he is good,
    and his love is eternal.

Good News Translation (GNT) Copyright © 1992 by American Bible Society

Honest doubts

Lord God, 

sometimes we ask questions for which we have no answers.
Through our questions and doubts 

help us to seek you

rather than display our own cleverness.

Breathe your Spirit into us.

Give us faith,

light in the darkness,

a spark of hope.

Lord, we believe

help our unbelief.

Amen.

Something in us that believes

Lord

There is something in us that believes XE "something in us that believes" 

That wants to fly beyond tangible, the measurable, the known

And there is also something earthbound


Mired in past disappointments and what our parents called reality

Released, 

            we would be free to discover our wildest dreams, 

            to seize the golden and fleeting opportunity, 

            to boldly claim all that is best and holy and pure:

Bound,

           The grinding necessity for finding cause and effect, for making ends meet,
           for adding up the logic 

           can blind us to the miracle of everyday

At one and the same time Lord


We want – how we want! –

Both the faith of the child gazing in wonder at the rainbow rimmed puddle on the
            driveway 

And the searing drive of the person demanding to know who spilt the petrol

We want the trust that asks for the best from our loving father

and 

The rigour of mind that will not be deceived by false hope

The gentleness of spirit that enables us to see the miracle

And an honesty of insight that checks it out

As we balance these poles, Lord

We ask both for 

a gentle cynicism that guards us from credulity 

            and a tender insight that humbly acknowledges 

            we are often blind in a world far more colourful than we can ever know
© Alan K Webster (used with permission)
Apostles Creed

I believe in God, the Father almighty,
creator of heaven and earth.

I believe in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord.
He was conceived by the power of the Holy Spirit
and born of the virgin Mary.
He suffered under Pontius Pilate,
was crucified, died, and was buried.
He descended to the dead.
On the third day he rose again.
He ascended into heaven,
and is seated at the right hand of the Father.
He will come again to judge the living and the dead.

I believe in the Holy Spirit,
the holy catholic Church,
the communion of saints,
the forgiveness of sins,
the resurrection of the body,
and the life everlasting. Amen. 

For more than two years “10 Minutes on a Tuesday” has included a hyperlink to Rev Dr Moira Laidlaw’s Australian website Liturgies Online. Sadly, as of this week, Moira is concluding this ministry. She says, “After 16 years writing liturgies and servicing this website, age has caught up and I no longer feel able to continue with the level of excellence I endeavoured to put into these liturgies.” A three year cycle of her prayers is available for purchase on CD from her website.


	Communal 

Sharing


	Testimony
Are there one or two people in your congregation that would be willing to share their faith journey? Perhaps you can think of someone who, through trying circumstances, has recently come to a deeper faith… or someone who sees their faith in a different way now to what they had previously… or maybe there is someone who has recently found faith in Christ. 
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Flamingo feeding with

its head upside down
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Hairs on the eye of a

honey bee
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Hummingbird flying 

backwards and upside

down

	True or false?

Ask the children which of these statements about animals they think are true and which are false

1. Flamingoes eat with their heads upside down

2. Mosquitos are attracted to the colour red

3. For every person in the world there are 100 ants

4. Honey bees have hairs on their eyes

5. Some birds can fly backwards

6. A snail can sleep for three years at a time

7. Some horses have longer necks than giraffes

8. Bats always turn left when they fly out of a cave

Answers

1. True – see picture

2. False – mosquitos are more attracted to the colour blue than any other

               colour

3. False – for every person there are a million ants

4. True – the hairs help bees collect pollen

5. True – the humming bird can fly backwards and upside down – see 

               picture

6. True

7. False – it would be a funny looking horse!

8. True

Some things are hard to believe unless we see them for ourselves. For instance, hairs on the eye of a bee or a flamingo feeding with its head upside down. But when we see for ourselves the pictures of these things it’s easier for us to believe. (You could print or project the images to the left – or get other pictures by Googling images.) That is exactly what Jesus’ disciple, called Thomas, thought when the other disciples told him that Jesus had risen from the dead. He said that he wouldn’t believe until he saw it for himself.
(Tell the story of Thomas or read it from a children’s Bible - John 20.19-31.) Thomas was eventually able to believe in Jesus because he had seen him. But Jesus told Thomas, “The people who have faith in me without seeing me are the ones who are really blessed!” That’s us! Christians today put their faith in Jesus even though we haven’t actually seen him. In the Bible we have the record of what Jesus said and did and, because of that, we believe he is the Son of God.
More resources for children from sermons4kids.com  
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	In Christian art: Doubting Thomas by Guercino (1591-1666);  The incredulity of Saint Thomas by Caravaggo (1575-1610).
Doubting Thomas cartoon from Reverendfun
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Mission Resourcing: Inspiring and resourcing our communities for a journey with Christ that enriches lives and relationships 
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