This is a good day for a good Lutheran question:” What does this mean?”  And even more especially, “What does it mean for me?”  Where am I in this story…and where is the risen Jesus in my story?  Good Easter questions!

Let’s just dive in, because this story is just rich! Take the question, “Where am I in this story?”  When we were taught to use Bible storytelling as a tool for teaching, we were told first you memorize the text, word for word(!). Tell the story, and then usually the first question to the listeners would be, “Where do you see yourself in this story?”

Okay…I confess.  I didn’t memorize this one….but where do you see yourself in this story?  Afraid?  Doubting? Blessed with belief without seeing?

Picture the room again.  Peter and John have seen the empty tomb.  Mary has told them she saw Jesus alive.  Yet here they are, huddled in fear behind locked doors.  It says in fear of the Jews, but remembering their cowardly actions, maybe wondering just what Jesus will say and do  now.  They are afraid.  We know how they feel.  We have felt fear - that distressing emotion, real or imagined.  Even knowing Jesus, knowing he is alive, knowing he loves us, we have huddled in fear…afraid of test results, afraid of losing our job or of not finding one, afraid of not making the team or not getting into the right college, afraid our retirement nest egg will never recover.  We have been or are today, huddled in fear, fearful of the future, wondering what does this Easter story really mean?

Or maybe you identify with Thomas.  Do others seem to see Jesus, to feel his presence in their lives, talk like they know who he is and what he would do…and sometimes you just don’t’ know?  You find yourself bargaining with God, asking for a sign – some kind of a sign – any sign at all – that he is alive and active in your life  Some sign that he knows you, knows what you are going through, that he cares?  That he loves you?  We are all a whole lot more like Thomas than we care to admit.

And then there are those whom Jesus call blessed at the end of the story – those who haven’t seen him, yet believe.  Surely we all see ourselves there!  Here we are, 2000 years later and halfway around the world using Thomas’ words for Jesus, “My Lord and my God!”  We never saw the  marks in his hands, in his side.

Mary needed to hear his voice, the disciples needed to see him for themselves, Thomas needed to touch his wounds…and for reach one, Jesus gave them what they needed to believe!

In our fear, in our doubt, and in our belief, Jesus comes. When in fear the disciples locked the door, Jesus came unannounced. In our fear, in our anxiety, in our selfishness and in our busyness we sometimes lock the door.  But Jesus comes.  The risen Lord comes to say, “Peace be with you.  Father, forgive them.”  He puts his arms around us, looks down whatever frightens us and says, “This one is mine!”  

Over and over Jesus tells them…and us…that he will send his Spirit to guide and comfort us.  In that he breathed on them, and they were never fearful again.  It never again says they were afraid.  The next week, when Thomas IS with them, the door is still locked, but there is no mention of fear.

And Thomas’ doubt?  Back in 4:48, Jesus condemns those who need signs in order to believe. Here he tenderly gives Thomas the very sign he needs.  Isn’t it funny that we all call this the “Doubting Thomas” story, when actually it is Thomas, a man of such faith he is ready to go to Jerusalem and die with him, Thomas goes from faith to doubt to the greatest confession…beyond any other title or confession in this gospel: “My Lord and my God!”

What does this  mean…about doubt?  That seeing is believing?  Certainly it was for the many who saw Jesus’ miraculous signs and for the many who saw the resurrected Lord… and believed.  Where are we in that part of the story?

Jesus says to us, “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.”  There we are!  Right in the story!  It’d be hard not to find yourself in those words, and yet we ask, “What does this mean?”  In the Good News Bible and in other translations, it often says, “happy are they…”  And there are those even today who seem to equate being blessed with being happy.  I wonder if that’s what Jesus meant.  What does it mean to be blessed?

In biblical times, a blessing had great meaning.  That’s how a father passed on his property and his authority to the  next generation.  A blessing, then, is an inheritance…it goes to the children.  Most of us think of the Sermon on the Mount when we think of the words, “Blessed are they…”  And in the Sermon on the Mount, what do these blessed ones receive?  Houses and cars and land?  Nope.  Matt. 5: 3: the kingdom of heaven; v5, inherit the earth; v8 they will see God and in v9, they will be called Sons of God.  This is inheritance language!  We are in this story!  We are God’s children.  We are heirs to his blessing.

But there’s more.  In Genesis 1:22,28, it says god blesses his people by giving them life, riches, fruitfulness and plenty,  In Acts 3:25-26 we are told the greatest blessing is his turning us from evil.  One more: in Romans 4:7-8 (quoting David) is says blessed are those whose sins are forgiven.  These are indeed the stuff of true happiness!  Our God does want us to be happy, to be blessed.  The Greek word used here for blessed is ‘makarios’, and it meant that unbelievable state of well being in which the gods lived.

Paul wrote to Timothy about our blessed God.  So – do you think of God as being happy?  Content, complete, full…maybe, but happy?  In his book on the Sermon on the Mount, Stuart Briscoe describes God as being in his essence happy and joyful.   It would be strange indeed, then, if this blessed God didn’t want his people to be blessed as well.  God’s plan for his people is for them to be blessed. and then he doesn’t whisk us away to be with him…he wants us to be here, in his world blessed to bring about change, blessed to bless others.

In that locked room, Jesus gave to each what they needed, peace to those who were afraid, faith to drive away doubt, blessing to all who believe.  And then he pretty much said unlock that door!  Saying, “As the father has sent me, so I send you,” he breathed on them, breathed into them his Spirit, his power, his very essence.  Blessing them and sending them.  And then, just in case we didn’t get it, just in case we weren’t sure where we were in the story, or what this risen Lord means to us, he said it straight out, “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.”  

The power of our risen Lord is in his risen presence with us here and now.  We experience it more than as a past historical event…more than the future promise that his resurrection guarantees our own.  I love how Brennan Manning talks about the risen Lord in one of my very favorite books, Abba’s Child, as Christ’s present ‘risenness’.  

Manning tells a story about G. K. Chesterton, an early 20th century British writer (one of whose books is credited with helping to convert CS Lewis to Christianity).  Standing on a street corner, Chesterton was approached by a newspaper reporter.  “Sir, I understand that you recently became a Christian.  May I ask you one question?”  “Certainly,” replied Chesterton.  “If the risen Christ suddenly appeared at this very moment and stood behind you, what would you do?”  Chesterton looked the reporter squarely in the eye and said, “He is.”  

When we are aware of Christ’s risenness, we flip the notion of seeing as believing right on it’s head.  With a risen Lord, believing is seeing!  We become alive to his presence – we see the risen Jesus in our own stories.  Believe and see…see and believe.  Jesus is right there in your story – he’s God’s Easter gift to you!  Thanks be to God!

