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It is barbecue time. At home, we have a Weber grill – we barbecue in the old fashioned way with charcoal briquettes.  Sometimes it is my job to go out and lay out the briquettes and light them.  One time when I did this, I went back about 20 minutes after I lit the coals to check on them and saw it was almost time to grill.  But I also noticed three of the briquettes were on the side by themselves – and they remained black and cold, separated from the rest.  They were outliers, separated from the rest, unaffected by the fire.  Sometimes we are outliers because of the way we think or feel about certain things.  The apostle, Thomas, was an outlier in today’s Gospel reading.  Thomas is considered an outlier because he doubted Jesus’ rising from the dead, and he got this reputation for what happened in this story.  
The disciples were gathered together in the upper room on Easter evening, scared of what might happen to them as Jesus’ followers – and then poof, Jesus (the risen Christ) appeared to them.  He greeted them lovingly saying “Peace be with you.” But the disciple Thomas was not there – He was probably locked in some other place, depressed about Jesus’ death.  But later, after Jesus had gone, Thomas joined them in the upper room – and they excitedly told him, “We have seen the Lord.”  It was at this point that Thomas expressed his disbelief, his doubt, his questions.  Thomas was being the outlier – different from the rest.  He said he had to see, feel, and touch Jesus to believe He had really risen from the dead! Now, a lot of people look their nose down at Thomas.  Even to this day, if you are called a “doubting Thomas” it is not a compliment; this is a condescending name given to people who others think needlessly question things.  
So, this brings us to the question of the day:  Is it OK to have doubt about our faith?  That is actually a scary question to some, because of things heard as children.  They feel their faith is expected to be perfect.  Some have been taught that if you doubt, this means you are weak and it is therefore NOT OK to express doubts.  
One time, I met a woman I will call Judy at a coffee shop.  She had been introduced to me by some people we both knew, but they left.  So, Judy and I stayed and chatted.  Judy shared that she was going through a tough time in her life.  During the course of her sharing, she said this, “I am really struggling now in my life, and I don’t believe God even cares.  I used to pray, but I just stopped. I don’t know where God is anymore.”  I encouraged her to share more, and she did.  Then                       she said, “to tell you the truth, I feel really guilty for even thinking this about God – I feel like I am bad for sharing my doubts.”  Is it OK for us to doubt?  Are we in trouble, is Judy in trouble, with God for thinking and speaking like this?  Was Thomas in trouble for saying he had to see, feel, and touch Jesus to believe the resurrection was real?  In today’s Gospel, we learn how God handles people who have questions, fears, and doubts.

So, back to the Gospel story, a week later:  In that same locked room, Thomas was there this time with the rest of the disciples and again, poof, Jesus came among them.  Then, Jesus came right up to Thomas and addressed him personally.  Whew – maybe a scary moment for Thomas, as he knew that Jesus knew all about his doubts!  Hmmmm…There are several ways Jesus could have gone here:

· He could have lectured him saying, “Thomas, what is wrong with you– didn’t you listen to my teaching?”
· Jesus could have judged him saying, “I am disappointed in you, Thomas,”or
· Jesus could have just ignored Thomas.

But, Jesus did not react in any of these typical human ways. No.  Instead, Jesus met Thomas where he was with his questions.  Jesus responded with patience, understanding, love and grace.  Jesus said, “Put our finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side;” to see firsthand that the crucified Messiah had indeed been raised from the dead.  Thomas then had his moment of discovery, for he now knew he was in the presence of the living God.  In awe he declared, “My Lord and My God.” 
Jesus came to Thomas, He came to my new friend Judy, and He comes to us in the midst of our doubts and blesses us.  Is it ok to doubt?  The answer is “yes.”  Doubt is one way that God wakes us up to learning new thing about our faith.  Jesus is patient, and understands that doubt is a part of our faith journey.  As we dig deeper into faith questions, doubts naturally arise – and we need to not deny them.    One problem with church is that you can attend church for many years and do the right things on the outside, while on the inside your faith can be stagnant or you can go on and on with unanswered questions.  Asking questions does not make you an outlier, but rather it indicates you are growing in your faith.  We need to look at our doubts straight in the eye and present them, not hang onto them in the secret places of our hearts and minds.  William Barclay, the renowned author of Bible commentaries, said this, “If a person fights through his or her doubts to the conviction that Jesus Christ is Lord, they have attained a certainty that a person who unthinkingly accepts can never reach.”
OK, so how do the answers come to us, helping us with our doubts?  It takes more than just coming to worship for an hour a week to learn the answers to many of our faith questions—because there is much to understand!  There is a golden key to help us with our doubts:  that golden key is ACTION.  We need to “do faith” – we need to move forward with the faith we have, in spite of our doubts, and it will grow as we move.  This is what Thomas did – he took the risk: he showed up, he met with Jesus, doubts and all.  He did not hide himself or his doubts – he took action.  How then do we move forward with our doubts?  Four  ways:  (1) pray – talk with Jesus, tell Him your doubts, listen; (2) read the Bible and participate in education classes at St. John’s (There is no such thing as a stupid question here), (3) you have me, your priest; ask me questions (4) you have service opportunities, chances to live out your faith, to love our neighbors as ourselves.  
There is a chronic temptation for us, just like the disciples in the upper room, to stay behind the closed doors of the church. It was easy for them, and it is easier for us,  to stay behind these closed doors because it feels safer and familiar in here compared to out there. But it is in the world outside of church where we are called to live out our lives as Christians.  This is why we heard Jesus commissioning the disciples in today’s Gospel to go out into the world in His name…He said, “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” And He breathed on them with the Holy Spirit; the Holy Spirit is available for all of us for the asking, to give us the strength and wisdom to be Easter people, to be witnesses of Christ’s love in the world.  
The key to fully experiencing Easter is stepping out in faith.  As we move forward in faith with our doubts, God has a way of addressing those doubts through what we do.  It is through that process, our doubts are answered.  Jesus is there to catch you.  Jesus does not lecture you; He just meets you where you are with His nail scared hands and loves you.  In the midst of turmoil, in the midst of fear, in the midst of uncertainty about the future, in the midst of doubt – Jesus appeared to the disciples and he appears to us.  Take the step and you will experience the freedom and abundant life and sense of purpose and joy and peace that Jesus wants for you.  Meet Him, and say, “My Lord and My God.” He is waiting for you, just as you are.   Amen.
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