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• The past couple of days, I have enjoyed watching the Masters Tournament 
once again. The attractiveness of the Masters Tournament (which comes to its 

dramatic conclusion today), is that it projects on television one of the most 
beautiful places in our land. For it captures that course at the best time of 
the year, when the azaleas and dogwoods are in peak bloom. And the 
magical part of the Masters is that it has the ability to inspire dreams. It can 
inspire the sense that every one of us could someday be there. And not only 
be there, but actually be among the players! 

• This helps us recognize how, in our digital age, visual images influence us in 
so many ways. But, then, we should consider Jesus’ first followers. How did 
seeing something visual, not to mention the opportunity to touch something 
physical, affect and shape their experience so profoundly?    (pause) 

• Even if you are new to Grace, you already know something about how I 
prepare for Sundays. I like to use images from art to help us hear the 
Gospel.  This is because an artist can help us see and notice something that 
might otherwise escape our attention. And yet, works of art can also help us 
perceive how the Gospel is sometimes misheard. This is especially true 
today, on the annual Sunday when we hear about the man we are likely to 
call, “doubting Thomas.” Not only is this label for Thomas misleading, it also 
overlooks his similarity to the other ten who were hiding behind locked 
doors. And, unfortunately, most paintings of this event mis-portray what our 
Gospel actually says, and what it doesn’t say. 

• The classic picture is the one by the famous painter, Caravaggio. He 
portrays Thomas not only peering closely at Jesus’ side; but also with his 
fingers poked into Jesus’ spear-wound. 

• Well, why is Caravaggio’s image misleading? And why is it unhelpful to refer 
to this day with the label, ‘doubting Thomas’? It’s because paintings and 
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labels like these lead us to overlook or misperceive some very important 
details about our Gospel reading. 

• First, we find ten of the disciples hiding behind locked doors out of fear. 
Consider how Jesus had more than once, during his ministry with them, told 
them to fear not ~ to not be afraid. And at the Last Supper, he had already 
given them ‘his peace.’  Yet, rather than remember what Jesus had shared 1

with them, as well as his miracles, they have succumbed to fear. Even 
though Mary Magdalene had already told them she had seen the Lord. How 
can these facts be squared with any other description than that the ten 
behind locked doors were doubting, as well?  

• Second, notice exactly how John describes Jesus’ appearance to the ten, 
when he finds them fearful and doubting. At first, they do not recognize 
him. It is only after Jesus shows them his hands and his side that they then 
recognize him, and rejoice at his presence. And so, once again, he leaves 
them with his peace, and now gives them his Spirit. 

• We need to be just as perceptive about John’s description of Jesus’ second 
visit to that same locked room, when Thomas is also present. Thomas’ 
statement, to the other ten before Jesus arrives, does not need to be heard 
as him setting the conditions for his belief. It may simply be a prediction of 
fact. Notice what they say to him upon his arrival: “We have seen the Lord.” 
To which, Thomas naturally replies, “unless I see him—just as you did—I won’t 
be able to believe either.” 

• And so, a week later, Jesus returns to the eleven, among whom is Thomas. 
Here, it is crucial to notice what Jesus says to Thomas. It is even more 
important to observe how John describes Thomas’ response. Jesus invites 
Thomas to touch him and to believe. But the Gospel does not say that 
Thomas in fact did it. It doesn’t say he reached out, or that he made any 
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effort to touch Jesus. Instead, and just as Jesus gives him credit for doing, he 
sees, and then he believes. Just like the other ten! 

• This is why Carl Bloch’s painting of this moment is so significant. I have put a 
copy of it with your worship bulletin, and invite you to look at it. It is a rare 
painting of this episode, in how it is faithful both to what John says, and to 
what John does not say. Thomas is overcome when he recognizes Jesus. He 
may be overwhelmed by how Jesus has honored his earlier clear statement 
of need. Like the other ten, Thomas needed to see, in order to have faith, 
and be able to leave fear behind. Jesus had heard him, and had responded 
positively to his sincere identification of need. Like the ten, Thomas is now 
able to be a witness to Jesus’ resurrection. 

• It is striking to me that Bloch portrays Thomas on his knees when 
resurrection faith comes to him. Humility is a precondition of faith. We don’t 
come to faith in our usual way of grasping and learning important insights, 
where we trust in our strengths and abilities. For just like hope and love, 
faith is given by grace, as we respond to God’s self-giving.  This is what 2

Thomas humbly encounters, as Bloch has painted him. He meets God’s self-
giving as Jesus reveals himself. 

• When we are humble before God, we also meet with God’s self-revealing. 
We have a real encounter with the Risen Lord. But it does not involve 
physically seeing and touching the risen Lord in the same way it did for the 
disciples.  This is because, before Jesus’ Ascension, the disciples had a 3

unique experience of his Risen presence, one that was limited to that time. 
John, in his first letter, describes their experience this way: 

We declare to you what was from the beginning, what we have heard, 
what we have seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and 
touched with our hands, concerning the word of life… we declare to 
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you what we have seen and heard so that you also may have 
fellowship with us… 

• Here is the important point: The first disciples don’t tell us they saw and 
touched the Risen Jesus presuming that we will have literally the same 
experience, ourselves. That was not their goal. Jesus gave them a unique 
personal encounter with his Risen-self in order to strengthen them, 
especially because of what they had been through. After many months of 
intimate fellowship with him during his ministry, they were shocked by his 
death. And then, they felt a profound sense of separation from him. 

• We are different from them. And our needs differ from theirs. For we now 
see the whole story, whereas—at first—they only saw a small part. They were 
few in number, and they were all in a relatively limited area. We are 
numerous, and in all parts of the world. This is why Jesus’ Ascension is such 
good news for us. He went from being present in just one place, to being 
everywhere and with everyone. Now, even though we don’t see and touch 
his physical body, we have an equally profound intimacy with the Risen Lord 
as the first eleven did.  He is just as much with us, in his peace and his 4

power, as he was with them. 
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Carl Bloch, Resurrected Jesus Appearing Before Thomas 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John 20:19-31 

When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of the house where 
the disciples had met were locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus came and stood among them 
and said, "Peace be with you." After he said this, he showed them his hands and his side. 
Then the disciples rejoiced when they saw the Lord. Jesus said to them again, "Peace be 
with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you." When he had said this, he breathed on 
them and said to them, "Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of any, they are 
forgiven them; if you retain the sins of any, they are retained." 

But Thomas (who was called the Twin), one of the twelve, was not with them when Jesus 
came. So the other disciples told him, "We have seen the Lord." But he said to them, 
"Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails 
and my hand in his side, I will not believe." 

A week later his disciples were again in the house, and Thomas was with them. Although 
the doors were shut, Jesus came and stood among them and said, "Peace be with you." Then 
he said to Thomas, "Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it 
in my side. Do not doubt but believe." Thomas answered him, "My Lord and my God!" 
Jesus said to him, "Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who 
have not seen and yet have come to believe." 

Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in 
this book. But these are written so 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. 

The readings appointed for this day are:  

 Acts 4:32-35;  Psalm 133;  1 John 1:1—2:2;  John 20:19—31 

NOTES
 See John 14:27ff, in context, regarding both his gift of peace, and his counsel to not be afraid.1

 As Paul reminds us, in 1 Corinthians 13.2

 Note: in the Eucharist, we touch the same reality, but in a different outward form.3

 See footnote 3, above.4
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