St James’ Church. Weybridge
Today’s Readings
First Reading Acts 2:14a. 22-32

Peter proclaims the resurrection of Jesus to Israelites and declares that Jesus, a descendant
of David, is God's Messiah.

Gospel John 20:19-31
Jesus appears to his disciples after his resurrection, breathing on them the Holy Spirit and
turning even Thomas’ doubt into faith and conviction.

HOMILY “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.” (John
20:29)
May my words serve to further God’s Kingdom. Good Morning, Please be seated.

Last time | preached, | was told that stand-up is definitely not my forte, so instead of starting
with a joke, | will put in a quick reminder — the fact that you have come here on the first
Sunday after Easter suggests that you are probably a regular attendee. If you are, then you
should be on the parish electoral roll. If you are not on the roll, please fill in the form at the
back of the Church, and you will then be eligible to vote at next month’s Annual Parochial
Church Meeting.

Another reason for not starting with a joke is that the joke | know that would be most
appropriate for this sermon is most definitely not suitable for use in Church, so | shall
content myself by quoting from Anthony’s eulogy over Caesar in Shakespear’s play — “The
evil that men do lives after them, the good is oft interred with their bones”. Thomas is
remembered primarily as ‘the Doubter’, rather than the other things he did in a very full life,
and the quote is apt even if his doubts were not really ‘evil’.

Thomas has already demonstrated both his courage and his faith when Jesus announced
that he was heading into Jerusalem —to quote John 11:16 — “Then Thomas (also known as
Didymus) said to the rest of the disciples, ‘Let us also go, that we may die with him."” These
are not the words of a coward, nor of someone lacking in faith — he is literally prepared to
put his life on the line, but expects Jesus to die.

In addition, Thomas is the one who says what many people find to be the hardest statement
to make. According John 14:5 — “Thomas said to him, ‘Lord, we don’t know where you are
going, so how can we know the way?"" Too often, people are scared to admit that the true
answer is “I don’t know”, but here Thomas comes out and admits it. If even one of the
Apostles can say this, none of us should be afraid to admit our lack of understanding of God.

Because Thomas was prepared to say this, Jesus responded with one of the central tenets of
the Christian faith — “l am the way and the truth and the life”. From his later actions,
Thomas may have thought that this only referred to the life in the future kingdom, rather
than in this world, so when told of Jesus resurrection, he acted as a sensible man and
guestioned what he was told.



As Paul says in 1% Thessalonians Chapter 5
21 Test all things; hold fast to that which is good.

22 Abstain from all appearance of evil.

According to the web-sites my wife looks at, the King has died on numerous occasions,
abdicated on many more, and (better news), not only has the Prime Minister resigned, he’s
even been arrested and escorted out of the House! In biblical times, there was no internet,
but gossip and disinformation were still rife, and what would you do if you returned to a
room full of men who, having seen their leader suffer a most excruciating death a few days
before, now claimed to have seen him walking amongst them? Drunk? Mass Hysteria?

Thomas has again shown his courage by going out when the other ten are behind locked
doors — as John so succinctly puts it — For Fear of the Jews. He shows it once more by
refusing to give in to the peer pressure to just accept what the others say until he sees proof
himself. When Thomas finally sees the evidence with his own eyes he ceases to be a
doubter, and proclaims ‘My Lord and My God’ before going on to become one of the
earliest evangelists around the world — he almost certainly went to India, possibly going as
far as China and to quote Father Ruiz de Montoya from 1639:

...The Paraguayan tribes they have this very curious tradition. They claim that a very holy
man (Thomas the Apostle himself), whom they call "Pai Thome", lived amongst them and
preached to them the Holy Truth, wandering and carrying a wooden cross on his back.

What is particularly enthralling about this story is Jesus’ comment after Thomas has made
his great declaration: John 20:29 — “Then Jesus told him, ‘Because you have seen me, you
have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed."” Thisis a
wonderful promise — we have not seen the physically risen Christ, but in his own words,
Jesus has pronounced all of us here as ‘blessed’.

As those of you who have heard me preach on this Sunday for several years will know, |
think that Thomas is, in many ways, the greatest of the Apostles and the fact that he was
open to doubt is our best evidence that Jesus really did come back from the dead.

If there had been no-one to question it, would it not be far more likely to have been just a
bunch of drunks inventing a story? Instead of that, Thomas has been given several days for
things to calm down and any hysteria to have worn off, before he gets the actual evidence
that he needs to convince him, which is the best evidence we have that Jesus really has
risen from the dead!

Whilst you may not get quite the same level of evidence as Thomas, many people find the
evidence by looking around at God’s creation and just occasionally, God will take the time to
talk to you provided you can take the time to listen! Thomas was prepared to ask questions
and look at evidence BEFORE making his mind up. Exactly what Paul said to do. Paul also
gives further instructions in the same epistle: “Now we exhort you, brethren, warn them
that are unruly, comfort the feebleminded, support the weak, be patient toward all men.
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See that none render evil for evil unto any man; but ever follow that which is good, both
among yourselves, and to all men.”

This instructs us that, most obviously in the current political and financial situations, we
have to look out for our neighbours. There are those who have trouble to heat and feed
themselves, so there is pressure on the food-banks. People may not be able to get to shops
readily due to fuel shortages, so we should look at helping where we can.

The other thing that laeds to be considered is something that is also vital in supporting our
neighbours which has, unfortunately, been in the news a lot, but only when it has gone
wrong — Safeguarding. You have, hopefully, seen notices around the Church talking about
safeguarding, and just about everyone who has a specific role in the Church will have been
on a Safeguarding course with the Diocese. What must also be remembered is that
safeguarding is NOT limited to just those who have these specific roles, but is everybody’s
responsibility.

Our Church should be a safe space for all, regardless of race, sexuality, or age. If you see or
hear anything that seems wrong, then look at it as a potential safeguarding event. Whilst
there is emphasis on the young, the old, and the infirm safeguarding is there to look after
everyone — as an example, whilst reading the posters in a waiting-room at Ashford hospital
the main subject was domestic abuse against men!

So what does one do on seeing something that arouses suspicion? The answer is actually
very simple — talk. This is not to suggest that we should have a Stasi-like environment with
everyone reporting all that is said, but if you have a concern, have a word with our
Safeguarding Officer Donna Miller, our Clergy, or the Churchwardens.

One of the great things about this Parish is the mix of people here — | cannot count on one
hand the number of different national backgrounds of the people who come here —almost
as many places as Thomas spread the news of Christ to. Regardless of origin remember that
everyone here has come as part of the family of Christ and is not only equal before the Lord,
but is blessed by Christ.

It is our responsibility to not only ensure that everyone who comes here does so knowing
that they will receive a warm welcome in a place of safety but also to help to support the
weak, not just here, but outside the Church. If Thomas had decided that his coming to faith
was enough, he would never have evangelised throughout the world. Let us demonstrate
that we too can join with Thomas to proclaim ‘MY LORD AND MY GOD’, and help to make
the Lord proud of his children.

CHRIST IS RISEN. ALLELUIA. AMEN
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