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During the Easter season, the focus of our readings shift to the disciples, their encounters with the risen Jesus, and how those encounters gradually transformed them from disciples to apostles, from followers to leaders. It is something we must pay close attention to.
And we begin with the story of Doubting Thomas. This is always the gospel for the Sunday after Easter. Fitting, isn’t it? I mean, there were 150 people here last Sunday. Where are they today? I think this parallels Thomas’ frustration and disillusionment. You see, I’ve always imagined that the other disciples were hidden away in fear, and Thomas was out on the streets, listening to the talk, checking out the people’s reaction to what had just happened on Friday, when Jesus died. And I imagine what he discovered is that most people just didn’t even notice. For Thomas, the whole world had come crashing down, but just about everybody else simply didn’t know and certainly didn’t care. So we can imagine his sadness, and frustration, and anger. Then he comes back to his companions, and they tell him that Jesus was still up and walking around. It was too much. He angrily and cruelly reminds his friends of just how horribly dead Jesus is, with nail holes through his hands, and his side split open by a spear.
There are just a few people in that room. Eleven men that we know of, undoubtedly women whose presence isn’t even mentioned. Not many people. This is important. If hundreds and thousands of people had been followers of Jesus, then the community that gathered around him would have been merely a cult of personality. You may be familiar with these great, huge mega-churches, some of which simply cannot survive when the founding pastor inevitably leaves, because what held them together was the presence of that pastor. That didn’t happen with the original disciples. They were empowered and sent out to continue the work, and that’s what held them together. For the vast majority of his peers, Jesus was merely a flash in the pan, if they noticed him at all. And that meant that these few disciples would have to carry on the work he began, if anything was ever going to happen. “As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” Of course they could have refused. I’m sure some did, human nature being what it is. But some accepted the challenge. We know that, because we are here today. 
The days of seeing Jesus are over. They were remarkably few to begin with. This is what John is reflecting on in his gospel. After him (tradition has it that he was the last of the original disciples to die) there would be no one left who had seen Jesus. From now on, Jesus was somebody you could only hear about. And if what you heard ignited the flame of faith in your heart, you could experience his presence. But in order for that to happen, the witness her- or himself would have to be faithful and convincing. Maybe you can’t see Jesus, but you can see if faith in him and commitment to his teachings make any difference in the lives of those who do so follow.

This is what was happening to that small band of disciples. They saw, in ways we no longer can, and their seeing taught and empowered them to go forth and proclaim that vision. We hear today what happened to them “these [things] are written so that you may believe….” They saw in ways we no longer can, but we can still share the vision, we can still be filled with the spirit, we can still, as surely as Thomas, know the presence of our risen Lord in bread and wine, in the love we share, in the high and noble calling we are asked to fulfill, in the very name we bear – Church of the Holy Apostles. Women and men set apart and sent forth to bring news of healing and hope to a despairing world.
Consider who we once were and what we can again be as we listen to the reading from Acts. The power with which the apostles spoke and acted. The grace filling all with abundant joy. “There was not a needy person among them….” That is the church our world today needs. That is the church we need to be.
It is true that the doors of most churches are not locked, at least not on Sunday mornings. But they are often imposing and difficult doors to open. We live in the midst of a nation of people who are yearning to believe, and who will apparently believe almost anybody who tells them of a new life and brings them some hope. And here we sit in churches all across America, followers of the One whom we claim is the Lord of life. Yet our numbers are dwindling, and we say that we don’t know what to do.

So it is fitting that we learn today from Doubting Thomas. He reminds us of the people who are not here today, who are not in any church, who want to believe, but who need something more than pat answers. We call Thomas “doubting” to silence him, to make him look foolish. But he stands in our midst today, and we have to wonder, would he believe us? Yes, Thomas has his doubts, but they aren’t about God. Thomas has doubts about us. That’s a good thing, because it is such doubts that keep faith alive and growing. For such doubts – and especially our own doubts about our own selves and our own faith – such doubts show us that the only answer for doubt is love. Not until we show the world by the way we love each other will our witness ever be compelling and convincing.

For it is love that transcends both doubt and faith, and holds the two together, as sides of the same coin. Wherever such love is found – within these walls it is devoutly to be wished, but beyond them as well – wherever such love is found, that is where the Lord is risen, where the Lord is risen indeed. And it is there that we will find him.

