HOMILY FOR THE FEAST OF ST. THOMAS
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TEXTS: HABAKKUK 2:1-4; HEBREWS 10:35-11:1; JOHN 20:24-29

HOW ODD THAT IN THE SEASON OF ADVENT WE HEAR AN EASTER GOSPEL! IN THE MIDST OF THIS SEASON OF EXPECTATION AND HOPE, WE ARE JOLTED BY THE DOUBT AND FEAR THAT OVERSHADOWED THE DAY OF RESURRECTION. IT IS PERHAPS A TIMELY REMINDER THAT THE WORD OF GOD SPEAKS TO US IN SEASON AND OUT OF SEASON.  

IRONY PLAYS ON IRONY AS WE REFLECT ON THE DOUBTS AND UNCERTAINTIES OF PRESENT TIMES. 

· THE FRAGILITY OF THE NATIONAL ECONOMY. 

· UNEMPLOYMENT THAT CONTIUNUES TO LEAVE FAMILY AND FRIENDS WITHOUT  MEANINGFUL WORK. 

· POLITICAL INSTABILITY AROUND THE WORLD THAT SEEMS TO LURCH FROM CRISIS TO CRISIS. 

· AND AN APPARENT INABILITY TO COME TO AGREEMENT ON THE MOST BASIC OF HUMAN ISSUES, LIKE HEALTH CARE AND CLIMATE CONTROL.

FOR US TO RECOUNT THESE THINGS THAT CONTIUNUE TO TROUBLE OUR SOULS, IS ALSO TO ACKNOWLEDGE THAT EVEN IN OUR BELOVED CHURCH, ALL IS NOT AS WE WOULD LIKE IT TO BE. FOR MANY OF OUR CONGREGATIONS FACE TIMES OF FINANCIAL CHALLENGE-- ANXIETY BROUGHT ON BY THE REALITIES OF SHRINKING NUMBERS OF PARISHIONERS AND PREDICTABLY, SHRINKING PLEDGE DOLLARS. 

EQUALLY DISTURBING AND YET MUCH HARDER TO REVERSE IS A GROWING ANXIETY ABOUT OUR FUTURE, AND AN OVERWHELMING SENSE THAT THE BEST WE CAN DO NOW IS TO CLING TO THE STATUS QUO AND HOLD ON TO WHAT WE’VE GOT.

AND YET, TONIGHT’S LESSONS ALL SPEAK OF A DIFFERENT REALITY.

ST. THOMAS’S STORY IS TRULY OUR STORY. HIS VERY LIFE HAD BEEN TRANSFORMED BY WITNESSING TO JESUS’ PREACHING, HEALING AND MIRACLES, AND YET HIS DOUBTS PREVENTED HIM FROM BELIEVING THAT JESUS HAD RISEN. HE WANTED TANGIBLE PROOF—EVIDENCE THAT JESUS WAS ALIVE. AND IN THE FACE OF THAT DOUBT, JESUS DOES APPEAR AND BESTOWS TWO BLESSINGS:

JESUS DOESN’T JUST BLESS THE ONE WHO DOUBTED AND NOW BELIEVES, BUT HE ALSO BLESSES THOSE WHO BELIEVE EVEN WHEN THERE IS SEEMINGLY NOTHING TO BELIEVE IN:  “BLESSED ARE THOSE WHO HAVE NOT SEEN AND YET HAVE COME TO BELIEVE.” 

AND THAT IS GOOD NEWS FOR US WHO STRUGGLE WITH OUR FAITH.  FOR WE ARE BLESSED JUST SRELY AS THOMAS WAS , AND COUNTED AMONG THOSE WHO TRULY DO BELIEVE, BUT STILL WANT TO SEE JESUS FOR OURSELVES. 

YES, THERE IS GOOD NEWS! NEWS THAT THERE IS ROOM IN GOD’S HEART FOR THE “DOUBTING THOMASES” LIKE US. BUT OUR FAITH  MUST BE AN ACTIVE QUESTIONING FAITH—ONE THAT CALLS US TO CONFRONT OUR ANXIETIES, OUR FEARS AND OUR DOUBTS. 

ONE THAT DOES NOT ALLOW US TO SURRENDER OUR FAITH TO APATHY, CYNICISM, OR WISHFUL THINKING THAT WE CAN SOMEHOW RECAPTURE THE GOLDEN AGE OF OUR PAST.

THE WRITER OF THE LETTER TO THE HEBREWS DESCRIBES FAITHFULNESS AS CONFIDENCE IN GOD! A CONFIDENCE THAT EXTENDS SO FAR, SO WIDE, SO DEEP THAT IT EVEN ENCOMPASSES WHAT WE DARE HOPE FOR, AND THE THINGS WE CANNOT SEE.

FOR MANY OF US, THAT IS A SCARY PLACE TO FIND OURSELVES:

· A PLACE WHERE THERE ARE NO ASSURANCES

· A PLACE WHERE WE WILL NO LONGER BE IN CONTROL 

· A PLACE WHERE WE WILL HAVE TO TRUST IN SOMEONE OTHER THAN OURSELVES.

AND YET THAT IS THE VERY PLACE WHERE WE WILL SURELY SEE JESUS. IT IS THE PLACE WHERE OUR GOD WILL CALL US OUT OF OUR IMAGINED SELF-CREATED, SELF-ABSORBED, SELF-CENTERED COMFORT ZONE INTO A PLACE OF CHALLENGE AND RADICAL DEPENDENCE ON GOD.

THIS CALL TO FAITHFULNESS IS IN FACT THE CALL TO BE A DISCIPLE. THE FIRST DISCIPLES LEARNED THAT THEY HAD TO EMBRACE GOD’S KINGDOM VISION TO TRULY FOLLOW JESUS. THEY HAD TO BE LIKE THE PROPHET HABBAKKUK, WILLING TO STAND AT THE WATCHPOST, STATIONING THEMSELVES AT THE RAMPART, KEEPING WATCH TO SEE WHAT GOD WOULD SAY TO THEM.

THEN THEY HEARD THE WORD OF GOD CALLING THEM TO A RADICAL DEPENDENCE ON HIM—A SUMMONS TO PLEDGE THEIR VERY LIVES AND FUTURES TO THE GOD WHO WOULD CONTINUE TO BLESS THE FAITHFUL, AND WHO HELD BLESSINGS IN STORE FOR THEM THAT WERE FAR BEYOND THEIR IMAGINING.

AND GOD IS ISSUING THAT SAME CALL TO YOU, THE GOOD PEOPLE OF ST. THOMAS. 

TO BE PARTNERS WITH GOD IN BUILDING HOLY AND PRODUCTIVE LIVES-- THAT THROUGH YOUR VERY FAITH IN ACTION, YOU WILL BE ACKNOWLEDGING THE GUIDANCE OF THE CREATOR AND THE INSPIRATION OF THE HOLY SPIRIT.

BUT KNOW THIS, FRIENDS: THE CALL OF GOD IS THE CALL TO BE A RISK-TAKER.
· TO STEP OUT IN FAITH AND TRUST IN GOD LIKE OUR SPIRITUAL ANCESTORS DID.
· TO ACKNOWLEDGE THAT FOLLOWING JESUS MEANS BEING WILLING TO MOVE OUTSIDE OF THE CACOON OF THE STATUS QUO. 
· TO BE WILLING TO GIVE UP SOME OF THE THINGS THAT YOU KNOW AND LOVE FOR THE SAKE OF THE GOSPEL.
· TO ENCOUNTER, EXPERIENCE, AND BE CHANGED BY A RADICALLY DIFFERENT WAY OF BEING CHURCH
· TO BE READY TO MAKE A COMMITMENT TO GOD’S VISION OF A NEW FAITH COMMUNITY THAT LAYS ASIDE YOUR ANXIETY AND YOUR DOUBTS. 
I QUITE FRANKLY DON’T KNOW WHAT THAT MIGHT LOOK LIKE FOR YOU. ONLY GOD KNOWS.  BUT PONDER THIS MY FRIENDS: 

WHEN WE DREAM OF OUR FUTURE CHURCH, WILL IT LOOK PRETTY MUCH LIKE IT DOES NOW, OR DO WE DARE TO EMBRACE GOD’S DREAM OF SOMETHING BEYOND OUR OWN IMAGINATION? 

NOW IS THE TIME TO ANSWER GOD’S CALL TO DO A NEW THING. TO RESPOND IN FAITH WITH THE BEST THAT IS WITHIN US—

OUR IMAGINATIONS, OUR CREATIVITY AND OUR FAITH IN GOD, FORGING A VISION AND MISSION FOR OUR COMMUNITY OF FAITH THAT COVENANTS NOT JUST TO CHANGE LIVES, BUT TO TRANSFORM LIVES. 

FOR THAT IS THE WORK THAT GOD CALLS US TO DO: TO BE RECONCILERS OF SPIRIT AND TRANSFORMERS OF LIVES.

FAITH IN GOD CALLS US TO LAY ASIDE THOSE THINGS THAT MAKE US ANXIOUS. TO LET GO OF WHATEVER WEIGHS US DOWN— TO RESIST THE NEED TO ALWAYS BE IN CONTROL—TO BE WILLING TO MOVE PAST THOSE TRADITIONS AND FORMER WAYS OF BEING THAT ACT TO SEPARATE US FROM ONE ANOTHER, AND MAY ACT AS STUMBLING-BLOCKS TO THE IN-DWELLING OF THE HOLY SPIRIT. 

SO LET US PUT TO FLIGHT ALL THOSE FEARS-- SPOKEN AND UNSPOKEN-- THAT KEEP US FROM GIVING OUR ALL TO THE GOD WHO NEVER HOLDS BACK, AND WHO WITHHOLDS NOTHING GOOD FROM US. 

TRUE DISCIPLESHIP, AFTER ALL, IS NOT FOR THOSE WHO WANT TO REMAIN IN THE BOAT OF SAFETY AND COMPLACENCY. IF YOU WANT TO BE WITH JESUS, YOU HAVE TO GET OUT OF THE BOAT! YOU HAVE TO BE WILLING TO RISK SOMETHING FOR THE SAKE OF THE GOSPEL. 

SCARY? UNSETTLING? UNCERTAIN? YES!  BUT I WILL TELL YOU THIS:  WHILE THE FUTURE MAY APPEAR TO BE UNCERTAIN,  I WOULD RATHER BE OUT THERE IN THE OPEN SEAS WITH JESUS TRYING MY LEVEL BEST TO WALK ON THE WATERS OF FAITH AND TRUST, THAN BE BACK IN THE BOAT OF DOUBT AND SUSPICION WITHOUT HIM!  WHAT ABOUT YOU?

THIS EVENING, I SEE JESUS CALLING FROM THE WATERS—

INVITING THOSE WHOSE HEARTS AND MINDS ARE COMMITTED TO EMBRACING GOD’S DREAM TO WALK WITH HIM. 

I HEAR JESUS ASKING: “ARE YOU WILLING TO BECOME AN AGENT OF TRANSFORMATION SO THAT GOD’S KINGDOM WILL FLOURISH AND GROW?”  

IN THE SPIRIT OF ST. THOMAS, LET US IN FAITHFULNESS TRUST IN GOD AND PUT OUR FULL CONFIDENCE IN HIM. LET US BEGIN THE JOURNEY OF FAITH LED BY THE HOLY SPIRIT WHO WILL SURELY GUIDE US ON NEW PATHS TO NEW PLACES.    AMEN.

MERTON’S PRAYER
GOD, WE HAVE NO IDEA WHERE WE ARE GOING. WE DO NOT SEE THE ROAD AHEAD FOR US. WE CANNOT KNOW FOR CERTAIN WHERE IT WILL END. NOR DO WE REALLY KNOW OURSELVES.

THE FACT THAT WE THINK WE ARE FOLLOWING YOUR WILL DOES NOT MEAN WE ARE ACTUALLY DOING SO. BUT WE BELIEVE THAT THE DESIRE TO PLEASE YOU DOES IN FACT PLEASE YOU. AND WE HOPE THAT WE HAVE THAT DESIRE IN ALL WE ARE DOING. 

WE HOPE THAT WE WILL NEVER DO ANYTHING APART FROM THAT DESIRE.

AND WE KNOW THAT IF WE DO THIS YOU WILL LEAD US BY THE RIGHT ROAD, THOUGH WE MAY KNOW NOTHING ABOUT IT.

THEREFORE, WE WILL TRUST YOU ALWAYS THOUGH WE MAY SEEM TO BE LOST AND IN THE SHADOW OF DEATH. WE WILL NOT FEAR, FOR YOU ARE EVER WITH US AND YOU WILL NEVER LEAVE US TO FACE OUR PERILS ALONE.  AMEN

--THOMAS MERTON, THOUGHTS IN SILENCE

