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“That we may have life in his name”
1 John 1:1-2:2 & John 20:19-31
  I suppose it’s difficult not to pick up on the humor that comes in the aftermath of our annual celebration of Easter.  There is any number of rabbit jokes or egg jokes.  But the ones I enjoy the most are the ones that remind me that Easter is about the resurrection of Jesus Christ.
Now that Easter has come and gone the question may be asked, “Where is he?”  
The story I am about to share with you is about God.  But it could very well be about Jesus.

This is the story of an eight-year-old boy and his ten-year-old brother.  Both were excessively mischievous.  A narrator tells the following story:
“The boys are always getting into trouble and their parents know all about it.  If any mischief occurs in their town, the two boys are probably involved.  

The boy’s mother heard that a preacher in town had been successful in disciplining children, so she asked if he would speak with her boys.  The preacher agreed, but he asked to see them individually.

So the mother sent the eight-year-old first, in the morning, with the older boy to see the preacher in the afternoon.  The preacher, a huge man with a deep booming voice, sat the younger boy down and asked him sternly, ‘Do you know where God is, son?’
The boy’s mouth dropped open, but he made to response, sitting there wide-eyed with his mouth hanging open.  So the preacher repeated the question in an even sterner tone:  ‘Where is God?’
Again, the boy made no attempt to answer.  The preacher raised his voice even more and shook his finger in the boy’s face and bellowed, ‘Where is God?’
With that the boy screamed, jumped up, bolted from the room and ran all the way home.  He dove into his closet, slamming the door behind him.  When his older brother found him in the closet, he asked, ‘What happened?’
The younger brother, gasping for breath, replied, ‘We are really in BIG trouble this time!  God is missing and they think we did it!’”

I sometimes wonder if the boy may have remembered how the chief priests and Pharisees gathered before Pilate after Jesus was crucified and said, “Sir, we remember that impostor said while he was still alive, ‘After three days I will rise again.’  Therefore command the tomb to be made secure until the third day; otherwise his disciples may go and steal him away . . . “ (Matthew 27:62-64).  It may have seemed to the young boy that the preacher was convinced he and his brother had stolen God.
“Where is God?”  
Within the context of the Easter story the more appropriate question may be, “Where is Jesus?”  Although Jesus had already appeared to Mary Magdalene, Joanna, Mary the mother of James, Salome, and other women (Matthew 28:2; Mark 16:1; Luke 24:10; John 20:18), he had yet to appear to the men.

Our reading from The Gospel According to John includes an account of the resurrection of Jesus and his appearance to the ten male disciples.  For some reason, Thomas was not with them when Jesus came to them on the third day after his death.  (John 20:24) 

When the disciples come to Thomas and tell him, “We have seen the Lord,” he may have been tempted to ask, “Where is he then?  I do not see him.  Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in his side, I will not believe.”
The disciples are clearly at a loss.  Perhaps they are no less exasperated than the little eight-year-old boy who wondered how it was that God seemed no where to be found.  It was not until a week later that Jesus came and stood among all of the disciples that Thomas is able to respond to Jesus and say, “My Lord and my God!”  

Today much is always made of Thomas’ unbelief even though elsewhere in The Gospel According to John he is portrayed as someone who is courageously devoted to Jesus (John 11:16) and who in terms of his own faith is theologically alert (John 14:5).  We also know that although it is not included in the canon of the Bible that there is a gospel account that bears his name and that tradition associates Thomas with the mission to India.
But if we look at Thomas more closely within the context of John’s account, we discover the variety of ways in which others came to believe in the resurrection.  For John himself the only evidence he needed to believe was the empty tomb; for Mary Magdalene it was a word of recognition when Jesus called out to her by name; and for the ten disciples it was through his appearance to them.

For the absent Thomas, much more was at stake.  We see in him what may be true for some of us, perhaps for many of us – that faith comes only with great difficulty.  

A few weeks ago a public conference devoted to the scientific investigation of what is broadly referred to as spiritual transformation took place on the campus of the University of California at Berkeley.  The three-day gathering included a preview of 22 studies into the nature of spiritual development for individuals and groups, including people with HIV, cancer patients, adolescents, and urban families.
Co-sponsored by the university’s School of Public Health and the Metanexus Institute on Religion and Science based in Philadelphia, the studies produced some intriguing observations on possible links between spirituality and well-being (“Conference at Cal about spirituality as research topic,” San Francisco Chronicle, April 10, 2006, B5).  Research indicated that spiritual growth was associated with better moods for cancer patients and that HIVpatients who believed “God loves me” fared better than those who believed in a judgmental deity.

Gail Ironside, a chief investigator of the University of Miami, displayed a chart showing that the “God loves me” factor had a powerful statistical association with the progression of a person’s sense of well being.  Solomon Katz, an anthropology professor from the University of Pennsylvania, noted that if you believe “ . . . God loves you, you do much better than people who don’t have any beliefs.”

For me the most intriguing observation is the one upon which the researchers agreed and that was “spiritual transformation for most people is a complex and quiet experience.”  They pointed out such transformations were likely to occur not because of miracles and visions.  Instead, they occur as a part of a person’s development that involves positive and negative beliefs mixed together, not unlike Thomas’ belief and unbelief.
I spent a part of my growing up years in the Pentecostal church.  I saw and I experienced the ecstatic transformation of “those who were baptized in the spirit and spoke in tongues.”   I saw people “praying in the spirit.”  I saw others “getting slain in the spirit.”  But we know such euphoric transformations are only one of the ways through which spiritual transformations occur.
By contrast, the researchers observed that a person who is depressed may be in the midst of undergoing a more profound spiritual change because the depression is often an indication of a deep inner struggle.  These may be triggered by a personal crisis such as an illness or the death of a loved one.

In other words, while it may be true that faith in the resurrection of Jesus Christ is as gentle as a child in a grandmother’s lap for some, it is also true that for others such a faith may come as a result of a continual wrestling with God.  That is Thomas’ witness to us. That is his gift to those of us who wonder; those who question; those who wrestle with God.
A few weeks ago a young girl named Emma came to church.  She sat in about the fourth row of pews on the makai or ocean side of the church.  She was here with her mom and with her grandma and grandpa.  She was here for the early service that began at 7:30 a.m.

I was unaware at the time that something was troubling her.  I did not realize or notice that she had apparently raised her hand several times during the sermon, wanting to ask a question.

As it turned out it may have been to my advantage because I am certain I would not have been prepared to respond to her at that moment.  At the close of the service as I stood at the door to greet those who had come to worship with us that morning, I was introduced to Emma.  
It was then that Emma said to me in an inquisitive tone of voice, “I had a question I wanted to ask you.”

I did my best to appear confident and self-assured.  “Sure,” I responded, “What is it that you wanted to ask?”

“If God loves us so much, why did auntie have to die?”

“Well,” I said, “even though she died a part of her lives on in those who love her and those who remember her.”  

“I don’t remember her,” Emma replied.  “She died before I was born.”

A bit of impasse followed.  Emma made her statement and though it was not a question, it was clear that she was waiting for an answer from me.

“I don’t know that there is any answer that I could give you that would make sense,” I said noticing that she seemed far from pleased by my response a bit of a frown wrinkled itself across her forehead. 
“But I can tell you that it is really important that you keeping asking the question.  You can ask your mom and your grandma or grandpa.  Ask them.  Ask others.  Keep asking. Never stop asking.”
I sensed that she was not fully satisfied and that she wanted an answer.  I was tempted to quote Jesus but coming from me I was convinced it would have sounded like pious platitudes to a young girl who was wrestling with her faith.  
It's my conviction that there is greater value in the questions we ask than in the answers we give.  I know in my life that the promise of the resurrection is a promise to all of us.  It is a promise that we may have life in his name here and now and in the journey that is to come after we each die.

Like those who journeyed along the road from Jerusalem to Emmaus and encountered the resurrected Jesus (Luke 24:13-35) so it is that we will encounter Jesus on our own journey in our own time and in our own way.  It was a journey that took Thomas to India.  It was a journey that brought Emma to Maui.  It could even be said it was a journey that took a terrified eight-year-old boy from the office of a preacher to his bedroom closet.

“‘A‘ole ‘Öia ma‘ane‘i; akä, ua ala a‘e nei ia.  He is not here; He is risen!”  (Luke 24:6) 
And we too shall rise.
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