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Doubt Full 
 
Let us pray... 
 
 
I do not like to take people’s words for things.  It’s an unfortunate aspect of 

my first-born, type A, know-it-all personality (poor Paul).  Sometimes it 

makes me a pain in the neck, but sometimes it serves me well.  In 1994, at 

the age of 24, I bought my first car.  I didn’t even tell my parents; I wanted 

to do this on my own.  Everything went great, until it was time to drive the 

car off the lot.  It was a stick-shift.  I’d driven a friend’s manual transmission 

car several times in college, so I thought I was fine.  Turns out driving on 

college campus was a lot easier than route 9 Framingham.  After a mile of 

stopping and starting and stalling, a friend had to come get me and help me 

get it home.  I remember feeling sick to my stomach; looking down on the 

car’s sunroof parked outside my Brighton apartment, I felt I’d just signed a 

$10,000 loan for a flowerpot. 

 

Another friend agreed to teach me how to drive the car.  He took me out on 

those narrow city streets after work.  He, like others before him, kept 

warning me “don’t ride the clutch”.  And so I’d focus on getting my foot off 
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the clutch, and the car would jerk and stall.  I kept trying to get Adam to tell 

me how the clutch worked, but he told me I didn’t need to know how it 

worked, I just needed to know that it did, and not to ride it.  So I was 

stressed about my flowerpot, anxious about the city streets, and freaked 

out about the dangers of “riding the clutch”.  It wasn’t pretty. 

 

Finally Adam explained to me that the clutch is what allows the plates that 

control the gears to move in and out.  I’m not explaining it well, but that’s 

okay - today you can just google how a clutch works, that wasn’t an option 

in 1994.  The important thing is, once Adam told me about what the clutch 

did, I realized that my problem wasn’t “riding the clutch” it was releas ing the 

clutch before the plates had finished moving.  I wasn’t riding the clutch 

enough.  Driving a stick was easy after that, and it was only with my most 

recent car that I gave up driving a manual transmission.  See?  It was 

helpful to know about the clutch for myself, not just “trust” that it worked. 

 

In 17 years of ministry and ten additional years of occasional preaching, I 

have never preached on the text of “doubting Thomas”.  Based on the 

sermons I heard growing up, the story has just irritated me too much.  

Thomas gets criticized for being a hard-headed, unimaginative intellectual 



3 

who wants proof, and we’re admonished to “have faith”.  Some preachers 

say that Jesus actually had to come back to the disciples again to tell 

Thomas off.  In the text, Jesus indulges Thomas’ gruesome requirement of 

poking Jesus’ wounds, but still gives him a snarky comment:  “Oh, sure, 

now you believe.”  ... But as your new-ish pastor, I decided it would be a 

good idea to get something out in the open right off the bat.  I’m full of 

doubts.  And what’s more, I hope you are too.   

 

It’s not even fair that this poor disciple gets stuck with the name “Doubting 

Thomas”.  When this morning’s scripture passage opens, 10 of the 

disciples - all except Thomas and Judas - are hiding in a locked room.  

Mary Magdalene told them that she saw Jesus, come back from the dead, 

but they didn’t believe her, so they are hiding out.  Suddenly Jesus comes 

through the locked door, says “Peace be with you”, shows them his 

wounds, breathes the Holy Spirit  onto them and disappears.  Suddenly, 

now, all the disciples are full of joy, confident in Jesus’ return, and they 

can’t wait to tell Thomas when he shows up.  Thomas says he’ll need to 

see it for himself.  He wants to see with his own eyes, feel with his own 

hands - just like the res t of the disciples  were able to do.  They were all 
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doubting until Jesus walked through walls, yet Thomas is the only one who 

gets called The Doubter.   

 

Okay, so life’s not fair - the last disciple to believe is the one who gets 

picked on.  But that’s me thinking that the title in “Doubting Thomas” is 

pejorative.  What if we heard it, instead, as a strength? 

 

Think of the things we human beings have, quote, “known”, that have 

turned out to be patently false:  the world is flat, the sun revolves around 

the earth, fruit flies appear by magic overnight.  People who “doubted” 

these “truths” were ridiculed, excommunicated, held under house arrest.  

B eliefs  seem to have the ability to harden into lifeless clubs that can be 

used to abuse others. 

 

That is why I firmly believe in doubt.  Doubt leaves room for new truths to 

emerge, for God to speak in new ways, for understanding to be clarified.  

Doubt goes hand in hand with humility, and creativity, and movement.  

Doubt is playful, and welcomes mystery, and leaves room for growth. 

 



5 

It happens every few days.  I’m meeting with a lay leader, or visiting with 

someone dealing with a life change.  And the person lowers his voice and 

says “I’m not sure I believe all the stuff we say in church”, or her eyes won’t 

meet mine as she whispers “I’m not always sure I believe in God”.  Clearly 

this sort of sharing is an act of great bravery, because the folks expect that 

I believe everything we say in church, and I always believe in God, and so 

does everybody else in this sanctuary, and anyone who feels otherwise 

better shape up. 

 

But when I was a child I believed in a God with a white beard on a cloud 

who could speak in a booming voice.  Today I believe in a Force of life and 

love present in all things.  Can I scoff with superiority at the child and be 

certain my 43-year-old perception is the right one?  I can certainly be 

grateful for the s ens e of the divine that gets me through life’s challenges 

and calls me to action, but “sensing” and “certainty” aren’t the same thing. 

 

I guess what I want to make perfectly clear is that your doubts are welcome 

here.  The things you wrestle with, the notions you’ve rejected for the 

moment, the beliefs you wish were written on your heart but the print keeps 

fading.  We don’t have to believe the same things, we don’t have to have all 
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the answers worked out, there isn’t a litmus test for singing in the choir or 

reading the scripture or serving communion.  Our honesty and our 

questions are the offerings we bring to God - even when we’re not sure we 

believe in the God to whom we bring them - because they reveal who we 

are and lay bare our vulnerable core. 

 

So it’s not the same as the clutch in an automobile.  I can’t google a 

diagram to show you that God is at work in the world in the same way the 

clutch is at work in my car.  I can introduce you to someone who has built a 

clutch, but I can’t find anyone who has literally taken a photo of God.  

Nonetheless, the more I thought about the clutch and wrestled with the 

clutch and talked to other people about the clutch and practiced using the 

clutch and tried and failed and tried again with the clutch - the more the 

clutch was revealed to me, until it was almost like an extension of my foot.  

In the same way, we think about God and wrestle with who Jesus was and 

talk to other people about what happens after we die and practice praying 

and try to be our best selves and fail and try again to be our best selves - 

we grow and experience and learn, and our beliefs are creative stepping 

stones on the journey, rather than amber that freezes us in time. 
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Here’s another interesting aspect of Doubting Thomas’ story:  it might have 

been written, on purpose, to discredit him.  Perhaps you’ve heard of the 

Gospel of Thomas, found at Nag Hammadi, Egypt, in 1945.  That gospel 

doesn’t tell the events of Jesus’ life, but contains numerous sayings 

attributed to Jesus.  It is believed that this gospel is one of the books that 

church leaders “banished from the canon”, that is they refused to include 

them in the bible and forbid people from reading and believing in their 

content.  As you may recall, in the early centuries of Christianity there was 

much debate about what was and wasn’t acceptable theologically, with the 

“right” theology settled by majority vote.  Some scholars suggest that two 

early Christian communities in conflict might have been followers of John 

(as in the Gospel of John) vs. Thomas (as in the Gospel of Thomas).  The 

nature of the theological disagreements between these two is the subject of 

another sermon.  But scholars note that three stories in the Gospel of John 

make Thomas look like an idiot.  Seems somebody had an issue. 

 

So the very story of Doubting Thomas reminds us that there have been 

different beliefs within the faith community over time.  Even in the earliest 

days of Christian tradition, there were lots of conflicting ideas about who 

Jesus was and what happened after he died and what God was doing in 



8 

their world.  When we doubt and wrestle and question, we are upholding 

Christian tradition.  And the story of Doubting Thomas offers lots of 

opportunities for questions and doubt:  How would the Christian tradition 

look different if other texts had been included?  What were the goals of 

those writing all those texts, including the ones that made it in the bible?  If 

Christian tradition was settled by men in a room taking a vote, how does 

“faith” fit in? 

 

...You know, I imagine that the editors of the Gospel of John forgot to 

include what happened next in Thomas’ story.  Thomas said, “Oh my God 

it’s you!”, Jesus said to him, “You had to see it to believe it, huh?  Well God 

bless those who have to believe without seeing.”  But then their 

conversation continued. 

 

“Where were you, anyway?” asked Jesus.  “Why weren’t you locked up 

hiding here with the other disciples?” 

 

“I was doing what you told us to do, Jesus,” said Thomas.  “You told us that 

there is no greater love than this, to lay down our lives for each other.  You 

told us to go out and “bear fruit”, to teach your way and heal people and 
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feed them and tell them about God’s love.  So that’s what I was doing.  One 

of the widows in town needed someone to help her young sons with the 

harvest, and we had some bread I brought to the prisoners in the village 

jail, and there are some homeless guys who needed company because 

they’re going through a hard time.  I’m sorry, Jesus,” said Thomas, “I didn’t 

believe you were coming back.  I’m sorry for not believing.  But if you 

weren’t coming back, I thought we better get started keeping your Way 

alive.” 

 

Jesus looked at Thomas and said, “While others were inspecting the 

wounds on my hands, you were being my hands in the world.”   

 

So let’s keep doubting and wrestling and questioning.  But meanwhile, let’s 

also keep loving and healing and feeding.  Amen. 

 

 


