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John 20:19-31 

Thomas Believed! 

The writer of John’s gospel wants us to know that it’s still the first day of the week on this 
second Sunday of Easter. Its evening on that first day and the disciples are meeting behind 
closed doors because they are afraid. Suddenly Jesus stands among them and says “Peace be 
with you.” He shows them his hands and his side. He wants them to know that his suffering had 
been real and that he is really alive.   

The disciples afraid of being on the wrong side of who’s “in” and who’s “out” knew Jesus had 
fully occupied the “out” position and they had avoided it by running away.  Now they feel 
guilty, confused and afraid.  His forgiveness comes in the form of “peace be with you.” 

He was fully human; a man who had wounds; painful flesh and blood wounds. He wasn’t a 
ghost—he was the human One, the One humans’ caste out who now stood before them.  They 
see the evidence of human violence on his body but it was not able to destroy him.  His love for 
us prevented it.  He said, “Peace be with you.” 

Not only does the victim have a voice pronouncing forgiveness, but this victim, representing all 
victims, is Jesus, God’s Son.  God has occupied the place angels fear to tread.  God has 
inhabited the place of the condemned and emptied it of its power.  Now a man or a woman can 
be cast out of family, country and culture and have everyone against them and still know they 
are not alone.  Their Lord and creator has gone before them.  Suddenly the fear of being cast 
out doesn’t seem so daunting. The power of human systems threatening expulsion has been 
broken—even death has lost its fearfulness.     

When the disciples saw the Lord, they were filled with joy.  They thought they had abandoned 
him, they thought they were cowards and traitors and so they were, but he was back and he 
wasn’t interested in extracting revenge.  When he said “peace be with you” all the horrible 
feelings within them reversed.  Their abandonment and lack of faith hadn’t killed him. While 
they didn’t understand any of this, when they saw the Lord, they were filled with joy. 

When “Jesus said to them again, ‘Peace be with you,’” it wasn’t a perfunctory greeting.  He 
meant it.  He wanted them to feel his peace.  He wanted them to be at peace.  He wanted his 
peace to spread beginning with them.  His life, death and resurrection had all been condensed 
into this one phrase “Peace be with you.” That is his message, the reason for his coming, the 
reason he was raised from the dead.  This is the message that addresses humanities most 
pressing need and it’s the message that completes creation for now we have a model for what 
living in peace looks like.  It was all completed and revealed on the 1st day of the week at the 
dawn of a new humanity. 
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So the disciples are filled with joy as they see the human One standing in their midst.  He says 
“As the Father sent me, so I am sending you.”  He sends them on the same mission as the 
Father sent him.  Yes, the same one of living differently in the midst of a largely indifferent 
world, probably getting into trouble for it as he did, and then possibly dying as a result but even 
in that death knowing that next comes the resurrection.   

That seems a tall order for mere mortals.  Isn’t Jesus setting the bar too high?  Maybe, but Jesus 
knows they can’t do it alone and so we have Jesus’ next move. 

“Then he breathed on them and said, ‘Receive the Holy Spirit.’”  In John’s gospel Jesus gives 
them a helper, an assistant, an aid.  He calls it the Holy Spirit.  I have done some thinking on 
what I think the Holy Spirit is.  

Girard has this notion of the “interdividual” self.  He says who we are develops from our 
network of relationships past and present.  Our self is the entity that we put together based on 
those we have chosen to follow and those we have chosen to reject. Our feelings, thoughts, 
behaviors, character, desires and ambitions are all based on other people and combinations of 
other people.  Nothing comes from our core, there is no such thing as “finding yourself” inside 
yourself, like fishing for yourself in an interior pond.   

Here’s my question.  What happens to one’s self when we decide to believe in a resurrected, 
forgiving Lord who asks us to forgive as we have been forgiven? If the risen Jesus is the 
orienting figure in our internal world, wouldn’t that change everything?  The fear of retribution 
and ostracism by our culture would disappear as the risen Christ took on more and more 
prominence.  With Jesus, as we know him in his life, death and resurrection, at the center of life 
rather than the world’s way of pay back or fear of pay back, wouldn’t the change be huge?  In 
fact, it would not be an exaggeration to say we have received the Holy Spirit.  This is what Jesus 
is trying to get across.   

On this first day of a new week the disciples discover a totally new center for their lives.  They 
had been following Jesus who they thought was going to usher in a new political system and 
liberate them from their enemies.  Now they discover he has an utterly different agenda that 
centers on forgiveness of all humans beginning with them.  With Jesus as their Lord their 
network of relationships shifts and things they once took for granted no longer seem so 
unnerving.  The reading from Acts this morning records their shift in attitude.  They have moved 
from fearful disciples cowering behind locked doors to intrepid souls the authorities couldn’t 
shut up. 

The Holy Spirit is not some mystical presence that Jesus magically breathed into them and they 
had but is unavailable to us.  No, the Holy Spirit is a name for this new constellation of 
relationships that happens when the risen Lord becomes our orienting center.  Every triangle 
we inhabit changes when the risen Jesus is the third person to that triangle.  Paul talks about 
this constantly when he uses the language of “for me to live is Christ.”  It all fits with Girard’s 
notion of the self as interdividual rather than individual.   
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St. John didn’t have this language but he gets at the function of the Holy Spirit when he says 
Jesus’ breath fills the disciples with the capacity to forgive.  The Holy Spirit allowed them to let 
go of their own failures knowing they were forgiven and it allows them to immediately let go of 
other’s failures in the same way.  Can you imagine how it would feel if we lived completely free 
of self and other reproach? We could live in the moment with each moment leaving no residue.  
To have the Holy Spirit inside us is to live with a sense of inner freedom, both toward ourselves 
and others because all rivalry, jealousy and fear of retribution evaporate as soon as it’s 
generated.   

Now, we can choose to not forgive and allow hate, hostility and resentment to build up.  But 
the Holy Spirit makes it possible to live in another way because the resurrected Jesus has 
breathed his breath of forgiveness on us. We retain the capacity to ignore forgiveness but 
ignoring it does have real world consequences both for ourselves and those we don’t forgive.  
They aren’t forgiven and we live with a residue!   

You see, God lives in a world of forgiveness since he loves all his children.  We are the ones who 
insist on unforgiveness and suffer the consequences. 

Thomas wasn’t there to hear all this that night.  Being a practical, sensate man who lived in the 
tactile world of objects and not ideas, he wasn’t impressed when the rest of the disciples said 
they had seen the Lord.  He said, “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands, put my finger in the 
wounds left by the nails, and put my hand into his side, I won’t believe.”   

Eight days later Jesus again entered their room and again said “Peace be with you.” Then he 
said to Thomas, ‘Put your finger here.  Look at my hands.  Put your hand into my side.  No more 
disbelief, Thomas.  Believe!  

“My Lord and my God!” Thomas responded.  


