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Poor old Thomas!  It’s not like he was asking for special consideration or anything.  All he wanted was the same reassurance that his brother apostles had received while he was absent.  They they had “seen the Lord.”  They had heard him wish them peace.  They had known relief and forgiveness when he did not ask them, “Gee, where were you guys when I needed you on Friday?!”  They had seen his hands and his side – the mysterious wounds which somehow now had been glorified along with the rest of his body.  They had heard Jesus mission them: “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.”  And most importantly, they had received his gift of the Holy Spirit, the promised Advocate and Comforter, who would enable them to understand all that Jesus had said and taught.

But Thomas had experienced none of that.  What he had experienced instead was the endless nightmare of Holy Thursday, Good Friday, and Holy Saturday.  He had witnessed Jesus’ betrayal…  his arrest… his false condemnation…   From a safe distance, to his enduring shame, Thomas had witnessed Jesus’ torture and humiliation… and his horrible crucifixion and death.  Thomas’ last touch was of the Master’s pale, broken and lifeless body, already growing cold and stiff in its borrowed tomb.  And ever since then, Thomas had wandered aimlessly, wondering what on earth he might do with the rest of his ruined life…

Not so surprising, then, that he should respond with doubt to the seemingly impossible claim of his friends.  Easier to believe that they had gone mad from grief and fear and lack of sleep.  Even in a culture far less disenchanted than our own – a culture which more readily embraced the supernatural and the miraculous, and which had not yet grown skeptical and cynical – it was asking a lot for Thomas to believe.  “I’ll never believe unless I see and touch,” he declared.


But wouldn’t he want to embrace their hope?  Couldn’t he see the joy on their faces, and hear the excitement in their voices?  Honestly?  Maybe not.  As Brennan Manning, a favorite spiritual writer of mine, writes: “Every Christian generation tries to dim the blinding brightness of [the gospel’s] message because [it] seems too good to be true.”  In other words, we resist, or flee, or turn aside the power of God’s grace because, in our misguided pride and independence, we are suspicious of God’s generosity.  We imagine that we somehow have to earn or deserve it.  Or – and this may have been more Thomas’ case – we shy away from hope in order to protect ourselves from the crushing pain which could result if our hope turned out to be misplaced, if our implicit trust were broken.  “Expect nothing,” we tell ourselves, “and at least you won’t be disappointed.”

But here’s the Good News.  John’s Gospel doesn’t leave Thomas in his despair and unbelief.  Because Jesus doesn’t leave Thomas there.  Having heard Thomas’ despairing cry, God responds as God always responds.  He tries again.  Jesus makes a special trip, just for Thomas.  As he had before, he bypasses the barriers of his friends’ fears and doubts.  Once again, he wishes them peace.  And then, speaking directly to Thomas, he says, “Hey, knock yourself out, Tom.  Touch and poke and prod to your heart’s content.  What matters to me is that I love you; and I want your happiness.  I want to do whatever it takes so that you can believe.”  

To his credit, Thomas – apparently without actually needing to touch at all – falls to his knees and spontaneously identifies Jesus as his “Lord” and “God.”  And in one graced instant, he grasps the message of all of John’s Gospel: that is, that until you believe, you can’t really see – at least not spiritually.

But I want to back up for a second to the mystery of Christ’s glorified wounds.  They are clearly at the heart of this Gospel story.  But are they not also all around us?  We see them in the astonishing hope of the devastated people of Haiti, who continue to pray and to sing as they begin to rebuild their fragile lives after the earthquake.  And we see Christ’s glorified wounds in the Amish community who (in 2006) forgave the crazed gunman who had slain five of their children before taking his own life.  At the time, a spokesman for the Amish said: "We must not think evil of this man… He had a mother and a wife and a soul and now he's standing before a just God."  More amazingly, within hours of the tragedy, the community had contacted the shooter’s family to offer forgiveness and comfort; and they eventually established a charitable fund for that family’s care.   


We surely can see glorified wounds in the courage and joy of our newly baptized and confirmed, who remain able to see what is good and beautiful in our sinful Church, even as scandal and controversy continue to bubble up in the media.  And we can see the glorified wounds in our own personal scars, physical, emotional, and spiritual, which speak not only of past pain but also of hard-won growth and gratitude.  

The great expert on death and dying, Dr. Elizabeth Kubler-Ross, has written: “You will…grow if you are sick, if you are in pain, if you experience losses, and if you do not put your head in the sand, but take the pain as a gift to you with a very, very specific purpose…  After [a near death experience], the survivor finds a new lease on life; she is more willing to try new things and to fit as many things as possible into [her life] because she is no longer so afraid of what will happen at death…  [L]ife is more cherished, and the relationships that gave that life more meaning are emphasized…  The [near death experience] encourages growth and exploration.”

And Thomas à Kempis, in The Imitation of Christ, wrote: "If you can not soar up as high as Christ sitting on his throne, behold him hanging on his cross. Rest in Christ's Passion and live willingly in his holy wounds. You will gain marvelous strength and comfort in adversities.  You will not care that [others] despise you. . . Had we but, with Thomas, put our fingers into the print of his nails and thrust our hands into his side!  If we had we but known ourselves his sufferings…and tasted the astonishing greatness of his love, the joys and miseries of the life would soon become indifferent to us."

Of course, whenever we gather here, we taste Christ’s glorified wounds.  At the Lord’s table, we receive the risen Christ, really present, under signs of bread broken and wine poured out.  Jesus willingly sacrifices himself as food and drink for our spiritual nourishment, and then goes on to live again anew in each of us.  As he did for Thomas and the other disciples, when we approach the Easter sacrament, Christ bypasses our fears and allows us to touch his wounded and glorified presence.  He fills us with the peace and power of his Spirit, and then sends us out – as his Father had sent him – to preach Good News or reconciliation, light, and abundant life to all we meet.
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