READING: 1 Peter 1:3-9

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! By his great mercy he has given us a new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, and into an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, who are being protected by the power of God through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. In this you rejoice, even if now for a little while you have had to suffer various trials, so that the genuineness of your faith-- being more precious than gold that, though perishable, is tested by fire-- may be found to result in praise and glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed. Although you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and rejoice with an indescribable and glorious joy, for you are receiving the outcome of your faith, the salvation of your souls.

THE GOSPEL: JOHN 20:19-31

Jesus Appears to His Disciples 19 On the evening of that first day of the week, when the disciples were together, with the doors locked for fear of the Jewish leaders, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you!” 20 After he said this, he showed them his hands and side. The disciples were overjoyed when they saw the Lord.

21 Again Jesus said, “Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, I am sending you.” 22 And with that he breathed on them and said, “Receive the Holy Spirit. 23 If you forgive anyone’s sins, their sins are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven.”

Jesus Appears to Thomas

24 Now Thomas (also known as Didymus[a]), one of the Twelve, was not with the disciples when Jesus came. 25 So the other disciples told him, “We have seen the Lord!”

But he said to them, “Unless I see the nail marks in his hands and put my finger where the nails were, and put my hand into his side, I will not believe.”

26 A week later his disciples were in the house again, and Thomas was with them. Though the doors were locked, Jesus came and stood among them and said, “Peace be with you!” 27 Then he said to Thomas, “Put your finger here; see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it into my side. Stop doubting and believe.”

28 Thomas said to him, “My Lord and my God!”

29 Then Jesus told him, “Because you have seen me, you have believed; blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.”

The Purpose of John’s Gospel

30 Jesus performed many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not recorded in this book. 31 But these are written that you may believe[b] that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.

May this time of reflection strengthen our faith, deepen our understanding, and reassure us that even in our moments of doubt, You are near calling us, showing us, and loving us still. Amen
REFLECTION – LUCY ROOSE

Today is Low Sunday, so named because it closes the Octave - the eight days - of Easter Week and which always offers the same gospel reading about Christ’s appearance to his disciples – this time with Thomas present.

We have all know Thomas and his nickname “Doubting Thomas”. I clearly remember my devoutly Catholic work colleague many years ago telling me she could never call a child Thomas because he was the doubter.  Thinking on that years later, I’m not sure that is necessarily a negative.  Thomas was a questioner – doubt is the opposite of certainty, not the opposite of faith.  Faith involves questions; questions come from doubts; doubts are part of what informs our belief.

Conversely when I told my goddaughter yesterday that I had to write my sermon she enthused “Thomas, he’s my favourite disciple, because he’s human, questions, and didn’t just believe what his friends said”.  My heart warmed that my feisty goddaughter with attitude even had a favourite disciple, let alone an argument why!  We then joked that he most likely spent the rest of his life with that anxiety nowadays articulated as “FOMO” – Fear Of Missing Out! 

We first meet Thomas in John Chapter 11. “Let us also go,” he says to his fellow disciples, “that we may die with him”. He is referring to the death of Jesus’ friend, Lazarus.  The other disciples didn’t want to go – or for Jesus to go – thinking it too dangerous.  But Thomas is ready to go with Jesus, to take the risk, even if it means death.  I’d say Loyal rather than Doubting Thomas.

Thomas is back again in Chapter 14 - “Lord, we do not know where you are going, so how can we know the way?” He asks the question the other disciples do not.  And it leads to the response of one of the most well known and loved verses in the Bible – “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me. If you know me you will know my Father also. From now on you do know him and have seen him”. This time I’d say Honest/Direct rather than Doubting Thomas.  Asking the questions they need answers to.

And then we meet Thomas for the final time in today’s reading in Chapter 20.  Where Thomas gets his nickname because he wasn’t willing to believe that Jesus was risen if he’d not seen him for himself.

Personally, I don’t think that’s unreasonable and I’d have been similar.  We aren’t told where Thomas was on that resurrection Sunday but most likely grieving, heartbroken, even distraught and perhaps he just needed to be alone.  

And then he’s told about Jesus’ resurrection. About the presence of the Lord, the Power of the Lord, the Peace of the Lord, and a whole host of amazing, unimaginable things that happened when Jesus revealed himself to the other disciples and he wasn’t there. One absence and he missed all this?!   And hardly easy or believable news when told second hand.  Why should Thomas just take their word for it?  In our world of fake news and scams, would you not do your own research?

And so, we come to the part where Jesus does appear.  Coming through locked doors he says to Thomas: ‘Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but believe’.  And Thomas does.  I always find that moment so personal, so physical, so moving. 

For Thomas it is not argument or hearsay that is important but personal encounter.  It is touch, sight, and the physical wounded, living body of Christ himself that convinces him. Jesus doesn’t hide his scars; he offers them on his hands and in his side; he speaks of Thomas’s own hands and fingers. He shows hands outstretched in suffering as proof of resurrection.  Here they are.

My hands are important in my ministry.  I often look at my palms and see where Bishop Jo anointed them on a bizarre covid-restricted ordination retreat.  I use them to offer God’s peace, to share in communion with you, to offer comfort and blessing to my patients.  One of my earliest memories is walking down the village holding my own grandfather’s hand.  In so many ways it is through our hands – and through Jesus’ hands – that love becomes visible.  We shake hands; we offer peace to one another.  We use them to serve, comfort, bless and feed.  To help others up.  As the continuation of Christ’s own hands in our world.  And when Jesus invites Thomas to see and touch, it is through his hands and Thomas’s hands that the encounter transforms and doubts have done their work.  

So we too can find comfort in our own moments of doubt, thoughtful exploration and questioning.  It is okay to be like Thomas, to sometimes need to see and touch for ourselves to believe. Not because our faith is weak, but because we are human. Which is where my goddaughter Alice has found her own connection with Thomas. 

If we keep asking questions and holding our hands out, God in his grace will meet us too - not always in dramatic appearances but perhaps through the hands of others.  So that we to can show others, believing like Thomas and ready to show others “my Lord and my God”.        Amen.

Intercessions for Easter 2 – Simon Crowther
In the power of the spirit and in union with Christ, let us pray to the Father.

Faithful God, we praise you for the resurrection of your Son Jesus Christ from the dead. Shed his glorious light on all Christian people that we may live as those who believe in the triumph of the cross.
Almighty God, we ask you to be a real and living presence in your church throughout the world. May this Church through its preaching and works of love continue to testify to our Lord’s resurrection. 
  Wherever we are lacking in faith and courage strengthen us with your Spirit. Grant, Almighty God, that all who confess your name – of every race and culture, every Christian tradition, every organisation and fellowship – may be united in your truth, live together in your love and reveal your glory in the world.

Lord, in your Mercy: Hear our Prayer
Merciful God, we pray for peace in our troubled world.  
Wherever nations are at war and people are suffering we pray for true reconciliation.  Protect all Christian people in the nations of the world and help them to influence their country for the good of all. 
At this time when ever increasing waves of destruction are occurring in Ukraine and the middle East, we pray that a fair and equitable solution will be found .
Lord, in your Mercy: Hear our Prayer

We pray for all in our community, especially at this time our children’s and grandchildren’s schoolteachers as the summer term starts, help them to guide all children, giving them confidence to develop their talents. 
We think in particular of all those who give their time to make this a better place to live, especially those working to deliver care to the sick and suffering. 
We pray for your blessing on all those that preach and teach the message of your salvation especially for our own ministers Tara, Lucy & Sue as they seek to do your will and guide us through our spiritual journeys.
We also thank you for blessing us with the heritage of this place of worship and we ask you to guide us to make it relevant to the needs of today’s worshippers while not forgetting its history and traditions. 

Lord, in your Mercy: Hear our Prayer

Father God, we pray for all families whose homes are disrupted by pressures and worries and where relationships are struggling, exacerbated by the stress of inflation.  
We thank you for the gift of your Son, our saviour, who walks with us on our life’s journey and, as he gladdened the hearts of his friends when they saw him raised from the dead, may he travel alongside all who are struggling with their family life.

Lord, in your Mercy: Hear our Prayer
Loving God comfort the sick and suffering with your living presence. Be close to those who are ill, afraid or in isolation.  In their loneliness, be their consolation;  in their anxiety, be their hope;  in their darkness, be their light; Heal and strengthen weak bodies, calm confused minds and reassure the lonely with your company. 
We raise before you those we know with particular needs we have been asked to pray for : Simon Marshall, Geraldine Wilkins, Megan Raw, Eve Vass, MJ Curtis, Tim Sturt,  Helen Davies.

Lord, in your Mercy: Hear our Prayer
We remember before you ALL those who have died in the hope of the resurrection.  Unite us with them in your undying love.  
Help us to always remember that death could not hold your Son Jesus Christ and that new life for him means new life for all who believe in Him. 
Also, those known to us and those in our Parish: Georgina Saltmarsh, Sylvia Oakley, Ginny Tisdall, Chris Mead.
Lord, in your Mercy: Hear our Prayer
Gracious God, your Son Jesus Christ, stands among us, and we have seen the marks of your saving love. Breathe on us with the power of your Holy Spirit and send us out to share the peace of Christ with all who may cross our paths in the weeks ahead.

Merciful Father: accept these prayers for the sake of your Son, our Saviour, Jesus Christ.   Amen

