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Sermon for St. Paul’s Thunder Bay; 
St. Thomas’s Thunder Bay; St. Stephen’s Thunder Bay; 

and Parish of West Thunder Bay 
 

2nd Sunday of Easter:  Year A  ~  Sunday 19th April, 2020 
 

Lections:  Acts 2: 14a, 22-32;  Psalm 16;  1Peter 1: 3-9 
 John 20: 19-29 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  The Incredulity of St. Thomas by Michelangelo Merisi da Carravagio (1571-1610) 
 

“Carravagio is known for incredibly realistic and detailed paintings that use dramatic lighting 
and shadow to portray the human condition in all its grandeur and grittiness.” 2 

 

It is the moment when Jesus confronts Thomas and guides his hand right into his pierced side 
that Carravagio captures so magnificently in this painting.  One can see Thomas’s morbid curiosity 

as he moves right in and sticks his finger into Jesus’s wound.  
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My dear friends at St. Paul’s, St. Thomas and St. Stephen’s, and West Thunder Bay, 
 
Eastertide greetings to you all  –  from a very safe distance!  
 
COVID-19 has taken so much away from us this spring, and one is our ability to be together this 
weekend.  I was looking forward to all that was planned  –  the Mission to Seafarers Dinner on Friday 
evening; connecting with the Confirmation Candidates on Saturday and then presiding at two 
Confirmation services and a parochial visit in your parishes on Saturday and Sunday.  It was not lost 
on me that I was to be at St. Thomas’s on the very weekend that your namesake is the focus of the 
Gospel being proclaimed. 
 
Disappointing though it is not to be together, during this novel coronavirus COVID-19 pandemic, it 
is far more important for us to be apart than together, and I know that the restrictions in place will 
enable us to gather for worship sooner.  I will continue to pray for the health, safety and well being of 
our world, and especially for the many people whose lives have been forever changed by this virus.  I 
give thanks for the faithfulness of the clergy and lay in your parishes who are doing their utmost to 
stay connected with you, and for the very creative ways in which worship is being offered through 
livestreaming and other online platforms like ‘Zoom.’  Through them we have the ability to reach folk 
who might have stepped away from church for sometime and from the safety of their own homes are 
able to reconnect and worship in an online community. 
  
Until I am able to visit for Confirmation and a parish visit I will continue to hold you all, and 
especially the confirmation candidates in my daily prayers.  Our Primate, Archbishop Linda Nicholls 
has offered to host a ‘Zoom’ meeting with all candidates for Confirmation and that meeting will take 
place next Tuesday evening (21st April) at 7:00 pm.  I’m excited to be meeting everyone online! 
 
I offer these words of reflection on this Sunday’s Gospel passage…… 
 
In his book, “Secrets in the Dark,” ordained Presbyterian minister Frederick Buechner writes that 
when he was in seminary a great teacher of his said that, “we can’t really hear what the stories of the 
Bible are saying until we hear them as stories about ourselves.  We have to imagine our way into them.”  
And then he goes on to say that there is “no story in the Bible that is easier to imagine ourselves in 
that the one from John’s Gospel (today’s) because it is a story about trying to believe in Jesus in a world 
that is full of shadows and ambiguities and longings and doubts and glimmers of holiness.” 1 (pg. 259) 
  
Come with me to Jerusalem the evening of Jesus’s resurrection.  The city was settling back to its 
normal routine after the Passover festival with most people eating their leftovers and reminiscing 
about all that had taken place.  The disciples, so filled with joy that morning at seeing the empty 
tomb have returned to life before Easter.  Life before Jesus, actually.  They’ve locked themselves up in 
a house because they are afraid of being arrested by the Jews.  Mary’s grand announcement  – 
“I have seen the Lord,” is nothing more than a distant memory for them. 
  
In my imagination I see them huddled together in the dark, speaking in whispers, all movements 
discouraged.  My mind’s eye takes me to the bomb shelters of the 2nd World War where people 
waited anxiously for the noises from the skies to clear out. 
 
And suddenly Jesus is there in the room with them, arriving without any fuss, uttering words they 
longed to hear  –  “Peace be with you.”  We’re told that he breathes on them the gift of the promised 
Holy Spirit and as quickly as he arrives, he’s gone.  But they had received that beautiful gift. 
  
I think that we are often closer to the disciples experience than we believe we are.  I think that Christ 
dwells deep down in all of us . . . believers and un-believers  –  and that again and again he brings us 
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healing and hope.  I wonder if you have ever had the experience of someone appearing out of 
nowhere in a moment of crisis and extending the hand of friendship, offering words of hope and 
peace, the promise of a prayer, and then vanishing into the ether. 
  
And I think there have been moments for all of us when, without even believing it or being conscious 
of it, the hand we reached out to another’s need was not our own hand but Christ’s hand, and 
moments when the tears that have come to our eyes at another’s sadness or joy, or even our own joy, 
were Christ’s tears.  In these days and weeks and months of COVID–19 the tears that our nation and 
the world are shedding over the suffering and death of so many hundreds of thousands of people are 
Christ’s tears, the hand of comfort and the words spoken are not our words but Christ’s words. 
 
The peace and comfort offered and received is a precious gift of the Holy Spirit. 
  
One disciple is missing from that moment.  Thomas.  We’re not sure why or where he was but he 
missed the whole event:  “Thomas said to them:  Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and 
put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe.”  (John 20: 24) 
 
Thomas wanted proof of the resurrection before he would believe  –  “Show me the evidence,” is what he said. 
 
We all come to faith in a different way, don’t we?  For some people it’s the result of a deep seated 
longing and desire for a relationship with God and it takes place over many years and people hardly 
even notice its happening.  It takes place over a lifetime, bit by bit, day by day.  These people are 
formed in their faith by the study of God’s word, by prayer, communal worship, and being together 
in fellowship with others in that faith community. 
 
Many of us are part of that group, are the ones that John calls “blessed  –  because we have not 
seen Jesus, but still believe” (John 20: 29).  We might have our questions and doubts along the 
way, but for the most part our faith is a pretty sure thing in our lives and is what sustains us when 
the going gets tough.  “How does it happen,” we wonder?  “Why does it happen?” 
 
Because Jesus has breathed the Holy Spirit on us.  The word for ‘breathe’ is the same life-giving 
breath of God that is used in creation, and in Ezekiel bringing the dry bones back to life in the desert.  
It’s the same life-giving Spirit breath that Jesus animated the “dust bound, fear slain, boney faith 
disciples” after the resurrection. 
  
But there are also other people who need something more solid to in order to believe.  Something concrete. 
 
Norman Shirk, a Dallas Seminarian wrote this poem in 1981. 
 

“Let me meet you on the mountain, Lord, 
Just once. 
You wouldn’t have to burn a whole bush. 
Just a few smoking branches 
And I would surely be  . . . your Moses. 
Let me meet you on the water, Lord, 
Just once. 
It wouldn’t have to be on White Rock Lake. 
Just on a puddle after the annual Dallas rain 
And I would surely be . . . your Peter. 
Let me meet you on the road, Lord, 
Just once. 
You wouldn’t have to blind me on North Central Expressway. 
Just a few bright lights on the way to chapel 
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And I would surely be . . . your Paul. 
Let me meet you, Lord, 
Just once.  
Anywhere.  Anytime. 
(Just meeting you in the Word is so hard sometimes) 
Must I always be . . . your Thomas?” 
 

Norman Shirk, April 10, 1981, KQ (Dallas Seminary) 
 
The prayer of so many of us . . . “Let me meet you, just once.” 
 
Thomas always gets such a bad rap from us.  There’s a Spanish proverb that fits Thomas to a “T”:  
Crea fama y acuestate a dormer  —  “‘Establish your reputation and go to bed.”  In other words, once 
people believe something about you, you might as well give up trying to change their minds and go 
to bed because there’s nothing you can do to change it.  Thomas had a moment of doubt  –  and for 
all time, that’s how we come to remember him, as "Doubting Thomas.’ 
 
Look at Peter and Paul, though.  It wasn’t that way for them.  In the courtyard on Thursday evening 
Peter denied Christ  –  not once, not twice, but three times.  We don’t call him ‘Denying Peter,’ 
instead we remember him as the Rock upon which Christ built his whole church. 
  
What about Paul?  In the Acts of the Apostles, we’re told that in his younger days, when he was 
known as Saul, he used to persecute Christians.  He was there watching when the first Christian 
martyr Stephen, was stoned.  We don’t call him, ‘Stoning Paul’  –  Instead, he has elevated himself to 
the rank of Apostle to the Gentiles. 
 
In the gospels, Thomas is only recorded as having spoken four times, and it is John who wrote them 
down for us.  The first time we hear Thomas speak it is when Jesus is called to heal his sick friend 
Lazarus, and Thomas says, “Let’s all follow Jesus . . . . . so that we may die with him.” (John 11: 16)  
“Die with him.”  There was growing opposition to Jesus at this time, and heading closer to Jerusalem 
his life was in great danger.  We might have remembered him as ‘Courageous Thomas’ for suggesting 
that the disciples also go with Jesus, but we don’t. 
  
Later on, at the Last Supper, Thomas says, “Lord, we don’t know where you are going, how can we 
know the way?” (John 14: 7)  It was because of this brilliant question that Jesus gets to speak some of 
his most famous lines ever, “I am the way, and the truth and the life, no one comes to the Father 
except through me.” B ut we don’t remember Thomas for those words. 
 
The last words we hear from Thomas’s lips are, “My Lord and my God!”  It’s the culmination of 
John’s entire Gospel as he says at the end of the 20th Chapter  –  “These words are written so that 
you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah the Son of God, and through believing you 
may have power in his name.”  He should be called ‘Confessing Thomas,, but he isn’t, and it’s 
because of that one moment of unbelief and those fateful words, “Unless I see the mark of the 
nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in his side, I will 
not believe.” (John 20: 24) 
 
‘Doubting Thomas’  –  the name has stuck.  And who can blame him?  After all, Jesus was dead.  He wasn’t 
in a coma, he wasn’t lying on a sick bed somewhere.  Jesus was dead, and Thomas knew it.  On the day of 
the resurrection of Jesus when he’d come to be among them and said the words, “Peace be with you,” 
Thomas was missing.  He had not experienced the new life breath of Christ poured out on him.  Thomas 
had not seen, touched, smelled or heard Jesus as the others had.  He’d missed a lot and he knew it. 
  
Thomas is wrongfully scolded for his lack of faith, for not catching on right away.  Was he an 
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agnostic, a skeptic, a doubter?  Hardly – he was simply absent – beyond the sight and sound of Jesus.   
It is when Jesus appears in the room and invites Thomas to reach out and see his hands with the nail 
marks in them and put his finger in his side, that Thomas believes. “Do not doubt,” says Jesus, “but 
believe.”  We don’t know whether Thomas ever actually did that.  What we do know is that after 
hearing the words of Jesus, Thomas believed.  “My Lord, and my God” has become, for all time, the 
great profession of faith. 
 
Today we elevate Thomas from ‘Doubter’ to ‘Proclaimer of the Faith.’  He is important to us today, 
because here in Jesus’s words to him, he gets to be the one who is told that, from then on, people 
would come to know Jesus through hearing his words.  After Jesus’s ascension no one would ever see 
him again, or certify his presence directly.  From ‘the Thomas moment’ on, Faith would come by 
hearing.  Only a few thousand people ever saw Jesus on earth, but since Thomas heard Jesus inviting 
him to touch him in his hands, in his side, billions of people have come to faith in Jesus through 
hearing the Word of God: 
  

“In the beginning was the Word and the word was with God and the Word was God. 
The Word became flesh and lived among us.”  (John 1. 1) 

 
It is this Word, that we hear every week proclaimed in our church, that we have to help us as we 
come to faith, as we grow our faith, that sustains us when we are challenged in our faith and have 
doubts about our faith.  That we FEAST on now in this season of COVID-19.  Never underestimate 
the power of this Word, or the possibilities it has for your life.  Be open to how God ‘s Holy Spirit 
might be speaking to you through the Word, and even changing the course of your life.  Jesus is 
with us in the Word – never doubt that for one moment. 
  
In John Irving’s novel A Prayer for Owen Meany, the narrator has a number of conversations with 
his friend Owen Meany about the nature of belief.  In one scene, Owen Meany illustrates his faith in 
God by pointing to a gray granite statue of Mary Magdalene as twilight falls.  When it is so dark that 
the statue is no longer visible, Owen asks John if he knows that the statue is still there.  John says of 
course he knows.  Owen keeps pushing: 
 

“YOU HAVE NO DOUBT SHE’S THERE?” Owen nagged me.  “Of course I have no doubt,” 
I said.  “BUT YOU CAN’T SEE HER  –  YOU COULD BE WRONG,” he said.  “No, I’m not 
wrong  –  she’s there, I know she’s there!” I yelled at him.  “WELL, NOW YOU KNOW 
HOW I FEEL ABOUT GOD,” said Owen Meany.  “I CAN’T SEE HIM  –  BUT I ABSOLUTELY 
KNOW HE IS THERE!”3 

 
May we, who cannot see God, absolutely know he is here with us, in this His most precious WORD. 
And when the time comes again for us to gather for worship and receive the precious gift of Holy 
Communion may we experience the real presence of Jesus in the blessed sacrament of his body and 
blood. “Taste and see that the Lord is good. Happy are they who trust in him.” May we believe that 
God’s breath has been breathed on us and that the Holy Spirit will always be within us.  
 
 
With affection and gratitude. 

+Anne 
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