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“Marks of Faith”
John 20:19-23 & John 20:24-31
I know she probably meant well but it was difficult for me to hold my tongue.  “Is this a Christian church?” she asked.
I thought about the early years when a school was established in this place in 1825.   I thought about the work that was done to translate the Bible into the Hawaiian language and of how our ancestors were taught the palapala learning to read and write.

I thought about the people gathered in1832 to give birth to the church here in Mäkena.  I thought about some of the old documents we have indicating those who were baptized and received into the life of this church many, many years ago.  I thought about that moment when there were more than 100 churches throughout Hawai’i when the Evangelical and Reformed churches and Congregational and Christian churches merged in 1957 to become the United Church of Christ.

I thought about the reports of many kahu or pastors who served this church.  I thought about those who would come from ‘Ulupalakua, Kanaio, Këökea, and other parts of Maui for the hö‘ike or yearly Sunday School rally when Bible verses and songs were shared.

All of those thoughts raced through my mind and I found myself thinking, “That’s the dumbest question I’ve heard in a long time.”  But I know she meant well.  It was a genuine question or so I thought.

“Well yes,” I replied thinking it was not difficult to see the signs indicating that it was a Christian church.  “Do you believe in the Bible, in the word of God?” she asked.

“Well yes,” I answered wondering if that would satisfy her.

“Do you believe that Jesus Christ is Lord and Savior?”

“Why are these questions so important to you?” I asked.

“There’s a lot of folks who say they’re Christians or churches that say they are Christians but they’re not!”

“So you think your checklist is a way to decide whether they are or not?”  I asked rhetorically.  “Where does the checklist end?” I continued.  “Do you want to know if we are baptized in the Holy Spirit?  Do you want to know if we speak in tongues?”

“Many of our kupuna grew up in the church.  Their faith in God through Jesus Christ is all they have known,” I explained.  “Any question about whether or not the church is Christian or if they themselves are Christians would make no sense to them.”

While we struggled to be civil with each other it soon became apparent that we were headed over the falls.  It wasn’t so much what we were saying but how it was being said.  It reminded me of another occasion when someone asked quite innocently, “How many members do you have?”

“About 200,” I replied.
“Well,” she said sounding rather hōʻio about her church, “we have over 3,000.”

I tried not to sound sarcastic, but it really didn’t work when I asked, “But are they nice?” 

“Of course they are,” she said with a bit of a huff.

I thought about how we often base the model for church growth on an economic model of increasing membership and income.  

“I know there are those who think that having lots of members and lots of money makes for a successful church,” I said.  “The church does not need to be ‘successful’ but faithful.  Whether there are two or three or 200 or 3,000 what matters most is being faithful.”

Today is the Second Sunday of Easter.  We recall after that first Easter centuries ago that the followers of Jesus gathered behind locked doors in fear.  Jesus had been killed.  

What will become of them?  The religious authorities are searching for them.  Where can they turn now?
It is while they are gathered in fear that Jesus comes to them, “Peace be with you.”  They see the marks in his hands and side.  They rejoice in seeing him.  He speaks words of peace to them a second time.
Then Jesus breathes on them and says, “Receive the Holy Spirit.”  That breath of life reminds us of the creation story (Genesis 2:7) when God breathes life into humankind.

The promise and power of the resurrection is new life.  It is new life intended not simply for individuals but for the gathered community of the church.  

In the midst of the joy and jubilation of the resurrection there is one who refuses to believe.  What was real for Thomas was the warmth of the blood at Jesus’ execution and “the chill of steel” and “the grain of wood” that Thomas Traeger put to pen for the lyrics to our closing hymn for today – “These Things Did Thomas Count.”
Thomas’s story and Traeger’s words remind us that we all come to an understanding of our faith in different ways and that there is room for question and doubt.  We confess with Thomas that Jesus is Lord and Savior because we have questioned and doubted.
Others of us confess Jesus is Lord and Savior because we have known of the care of the church from infancy.  Some of us confess Jesus is Lord and Savior because of the compassion we have experienced within the church.  And we confess Jesus is Lord and Savior because we have cried out from the depths of our souls.  

Our journey to the cross of Jesus Christ has brought us from many different places and many different experiences.  One is not better than the other.  One is not more right then the other.
But our journey must go beyond the cross.  Like Thomas and the other early disciples and the generations of those who have followed, there is a story we must tell of the resurrection and its promise of new life.  Mahalo ke Akua!  Amen.
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