1st May 2011 ‘Seeing and Believing –Allister Lane
1 Peter 1:3–9
John 20:19-31   

Those of you who tuned in to the live coverage of the royal wedding early on Friday would have seen some of the guests arriving at Westminster Abbey. 

With men in their finery (military uniforms and morning suits); and commentators looking to see ‘who women were wearing’ and snarking about controversial hats, every effort was made to look ones best. For it’s important for the world to recognise that you belong as a guest at the grandest event around.
The effort put into appearances enabled us to recognise them as guests of this grand wedding.

This morning I want us to consider the theme of recognition. 
Particularly, the relative difficulty in recognising Jesus as the One who has risen from death.

It’s important to say at the outset that belief in the resurrection is not easy, it never has been. This is an event that is anything but intuitive.

‘Dead people don’t rise from the dead.’
Commonly accepted scientific methods of inquiry confirm this for us. 
The dominant categories of historical inquiry simply do not allow for the event of the resurrection. It does not fit within the criteria deemed necessary. And so from Thomas onward people have had great difficulty accepting this claim that Jesus was raised from death. And we can understand that difficulty. Those first disciples faced the same difficulty of understanding as we do. Thomas was relying on very similar categories of inquiry that many of us still do today.
But I suggest that a huge difficulty in recognising the resurrection lies with the categories we have for historical inquiry. These categories for historical inquiry will never allow an adequate understanding of the event of the resurrection. And so in the resurrection of Jesus we are challenged to change our categories as part of recognising the risen Jesus. Human experience and history up to that point had not allowed categories of historical inquiry to change – there were absolutely no grounds to anticipate the need to: dead people don’t rise from the dead.
Let me try an example to make the point of how categories change in evaluating truth.

150 years ago it would be impossible to understand how I could sit at home and see & hear a wedding at the exact time it is taking place on the other side of the world in Westminster Abbey. Back then to imagine how satellites could enable us to do this would have been almost impossible to conceive. While some people lined the streets of London to ‘see it for themselves’ the vast majority of us watched around the world thanks to satellite communication technology. Although we don’t think much of it when we flick the TV remote now, when Queen Victoria married Albert in 1840 it would have been virtually impossible to understand how to watch it as it happened from New Zealand.
Similarly, the resurrection introduces new categories of understanding; new conceptions of what is possible.

To recognise the resurrection of Jesus for what it is using common secular categories of historical inquiry is not possible. Not because the resurrection is not an historical event, but because these categories used to understand history are based on assumptions that exclude God. And creation cannot be fully understood apart from the Creator. If we focus only on that which is created we will probably reject out of mind the surprises of the Creator.
Those first confronted with God’s surprise in raising Jesus from death were compelled to declare their new recognition with conviction. But it wasn’t necessarily what we’d call ‘instantaneous’ recognition – and I think this is helpful for us, as we wrestle with our resurrection faith.

The first accounts in the New Testament suggest that understanding the resurrection for what it is was not understood solely by:

1. personal inquiry into the empty tomb, nor by
2. human testimony
a. Luke records (24:11) that when the women reported Jesus’ resurrection to the disciples: “these words seemed to them an idle tale, and they did not believe them.”
b. And in today’s reading Thomas is similarly unconvinced by the testimony of others “...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.’” (Luke 24:25)
In the New Testament accounts people were convinced that Jesus was alive only by Jesus appearing to them. 
But it was not a straight-forward case of ‘seeing-is-believing’. 
The stories suggest that recognition depended on Jesus making himself known: 

a) When Mary wept by the empty tomb, Jesus stood by her and although she saw Jesus (and even talked with him) she thought he was a gardener (John 20:14-18).
b) And when the two disciples were walking and talking on the road to Emmaus with the risen Jesus they did not recognise him (Luke 24:13-31).
There is nothing in either account to suggest their senses of inquiry were impaired in any way, and yet they did not recognise the living Jesus. In these instances it was not a simple case of ‘seeing-is-believing’.
From these accounts we can assume that that our own inquiry, no matter how rigorous and intense, is unable (on its own) to apprehend the risen Jesus. The risen Jesus must reveal himself to us. And for those of us not living in that immediate post-Easter period of history recorded in the New Testament, such revelation is made possible through the work of the Holy Spirit; the Spirit of the risen Jesus. This is God’s promise of his presence still with us.
Coming back to ‘Doubting’ Thomas, we might feel somewhat sorry for him, for in actual fact he’s no more a doubter that the rest of the disciples – he simply lacked that which he needed to share the understanding that Jesus had been raised: the self-revelation of the risen Jesus.

The beauty of the story of Thomas is that those of us not living in that immediate post-Easter period of history can identify with his situation. This story invites us to reconsider our categories for understanding the resurrection of Jesus.

 Thomas wanted to verify what he had heard with some reasonably common methods of inquiry: he wanted to see and to touch the wounds of Jesus. For what Thomas was confident he DID know is that Jesus had been wounded and had died from those wounds – these were what were ‘real’ to Thomas. What Jesus shows (and chooses to show) is that God’s new life is greater than the greatest reality Thomas could conceive. 
(excerpt from) a poem by Thomas H. Troeger:

These things did Thomas count as real:

The warmth of blood, the chill of steel,

The grain of wood, the heft of stone,

The last frail twitch of flesh and bone.

The vision of his sceptic mind

Was keen enough to make him blind

To any unexpected act

Too large for his small world of fact.

When Jesus reveals himself to Thomas, the inquiry Thomas insisted on dissolves away. It is replaced by a declaration of belief “My Lord and my God” (v28)
Thomas comes to perceive that the Jesus’ ongoing presence with his disciples is to be understood in a whole new way – a way empowered by the grace of the Holy Spirit. Inquiry will take us only so far; we need personal encounter.

An analogy would be like coming to know that you are loved. The fullness of understanding that is not accessible or verifiable through commonly accepted scientific methods of inquiry, supposedly ‘objective’ about what they discover.

Murray Rae clarifies the point: “We don’t deny the value of scientific inquiry, but rather its omnicompetence.”

This story of Thomas’ encounter with the risen Jesus speaks to our own.

“Jesus said to [Thomas], ‘Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.’ (v29)

Thomas's confession of faith, the highest confession of the Gospel, takes place, significantly, outside the foundational events of Easter Sunday – his encounter with the risen Jesus is a week after Easter. The story thus implies a link with the worshipping life of the resurrection community. Thomas's confession is a bridge between Easter Sunday and the life of the worshipping community. 
His faith in the risen Christ as 'my Lord and my God' looks back to embody the faith of the apostolic community on Easter Sunday. And his faith looks forward to the faith of the ongoing community of faith Sunday-by-Sunday, the resurrection community of which we continue to be part of.
And it is this community that Kate has become part of today. 
We don’t put primary emphasis on her faith (she hasn’t got any as far as I know!) what we are celebrating and relying on is the faith of the community – the faith we share and participate in. 
It is this faith that Kate will benefit from and be enriched by as she grows among the people of faith. 
Because of the shared faith in the risen Jesus, we are committed to help her participate before she is aware of it – let alone make some sort of commitment herself. We thus express something (in a small way) of the grace God shows to us – giving us what we need, before we know how to seek it.
We are able to do this because we participate in the faith the Risen Jesus has given us. Resurrection life is not a memorial to a dead hero, it is dependent on the ongoing presence of the risen Jesus by his Spirit. 
We worship Jesus who lives.   We join Thomas’ confession of the living Jesus. 

This is Our God, the Servant King.  Amen.
� History and Hermenuetics, pg 69.





