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“Faith for Our Doubt” 

Texts: John 20:19-31 and Acts 4:32-35 
 
This morning I am going to teach you two Greek words in the course of the sermon.  One will 
change your perception of a familiar character in the Bible.  The other is not to be repeated if you 
know anyone who speaks Greek.  I’ll say more in a minute, but for now, let’s start with a prayer 
from Howard Thurman: 
 
O Holy God, open unto me, light for my darkness, courage for my fear, hope for my 
despair.  O loving God, open unto me wisdom for my confusion, forgiveness for my sins, 
love for my hate.  O God of peace, open unto me peace for my turmoil, joy for my sorrow, 
strength for my weakness.  O generous God, open my heart to receive all your gifts.  Amen. 
 
Doubting Thomas.  We have heard the phrase so many times that it is a familiar phrase even to 
those who are not church attenders.  The term often refers to situations that seem quite unlikely 
or even impossible.  I remember attending a baseball game with my Dad when it was about this 
time of year.  The day was cold and even drizzling a little bit.  The home team fell behind early 
and soon they were down quite a few runs.  By the sixth inning, fans began to exit the stadium.  
It was cold and the game was not going well.  I remember my Dad saying, “They may be sorry 
they left.”  We continued to watch the game from the cold seats.   
 
In the latter innings of the game, the home team began to come back.  Little by little they closed 
the gap.  In the final inning they were still losing by a few runs, but it was close.  In their final at 
bat, the home team scored three runs to tie the game and then hit a home run to win it.  Most of 
the fans had gone home, but those who remained cheered for this unlikely comeback.  Maybe it 
was instilled in me from such experiences, but rarely have I left a game or event early, always 
believing that there is the possibility for a miracle comeback.   
 
We might look at this morning’s reading from that perspective.  This is the continuation of the 
Easter story.  While John appeared to Mary that morning at the tomb, he instructed her to go tell 
the other disciples what she had seen.  Luke’s gospel records this event as Mary and the other 
women went to share this good news.  But the disciples had their doubts.  According to Luke 24, 
they dismissed the women’s reports as idle tales and they did not believe them.  ‘ 
 
This is the first Greek word that I want to introduce you to.  The term, “idle tale” appears 
nowhere else in the New Testament.  And that is likely for a good reason.  The Greek word is 
“leiros” which literally means…well it refers to the stuff that you will be putting on gardens soon 
or what organic farmers use to fertilize their fields.  The Bible translators felt that it was a word 
best not used in church, so they translated it as an “idle” tale.  A more accurate, but cleaner 



translation might be to say that they dismissed it as a bunch of manure.  So, that is the first Greek 
word I want to introduce you to and you are free to think of this as you are fertilizing your 
garden, and you might use the term when you hit your finger with a hammer and there are 
children nearby, but be careful if any of them know biblical Greek. 
 
Although their dismissal was misplaced, one can understand why the disciples had their doubts 
about this news.  Some of them had been there at the death.  They saw what happened.  They 
stayed until the end of the game, if you will, and they saw the final score.  It was over.  He was 
dead and buried.  But, despite their dismissal, they were about to discover that things were not 
quite as they thought. 
 
Picking up once again in this morning’s reading from John’s gospel, it was later that night of 
Easter.  The disciples are locked in a room.  Most of them are there.  I often imagine them asking 
one another, “What are we supposed to do now?  What happens next?”  Should they just go back 
to their hometowns and admit that things had not turned out how they expected?  Would they 
need to apologize to those they left behind and ask to return to their families? I wonder whether 
they thought about that parable Jesus told about the Prodigal Son, now thinking that they might 
be the prodigals, attempting to return home.  At least in that story, the returning child was 
lovingly received.  Maybe that was the best they could hope for. 
 
Locked there within that room, they were suddenly confronted by Jesus.  He stood among them 
and pronounced a phrase that is spoken often throughout the Bible.  “Peace be with you.”  He 
will repeat those words to put their fears at ease.  Suddenly the words of the women don’t seem 
so unbelievable!  There is Jesus standing among them. 
 
For whatever reason, however, one of the disciples was not present in the room with evening.  
Thomas was elsewhere.  When he returns the disciples tell him what he missed while he was 
away.  I expect that he could see something was up as soon as he entered the room.  The mood 
had changed.  No longer was this a solemn place of grieving.  There were smiles and laughter 
present in the room.  They explained to him that they had seen the Lord.  He had been right there 
among them. 
 
But, in the same way that the disciples couldn’t believe the news from the women who had been 
to the tomb that morning, Thomas dismisses their statements.  He says, “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.”  Their news is good news, but Thomas can believe it.  He has to see it for himself. 
 
And so a week later, the disciples were again in the room and the doors were shut.  This time, 
Thomas was there.  Jesus enters once again and speaks those comforting words, “Peace be with 
you.”  Then, turning to Thomas, he invites him to see the wounds and to place his finger in the 
wounds to verify for himself.   
 
The medieval Italian painter, Caravaggio, depicted this scene with intense emotion.  Thomas 
cannot bring himself to look at Jesus.  But Jesus takes his hand and guides it to the wound so that 
he can know for himself. 
 



It is then that Jesus says to him, “Do not doubt, but believe.”  And this term has led to two 
centuries of describing Thomas as the doubting disciple.  For all his complexity, he has been 
reduced to Doubting Thomas.  But, here is where the second Greek word needs a bit of 
definition.  I am indebted to an article by Steve Pankey in the Christian Century magazine who 
pointed out that the Greek word for doubt is “distazo.”  Jesus uses this term when Peter tried to 
walk on water and sank.  Jesus said to him, “You of little faith, why did you doubt (distazo).”   
 
But in the case of Thomas, Jesus uses the Greek word “apistos.”  “Pistos” means to believe, and 
“apistos” refers to the things that make it difficult to believe.  It like someone incredulously 
saying, “I can’t believe it!”  They aren’t saying that it is untrue, just that it seem hard to imagine.   
 
And that is where this reading intersects with my own experiences.  There are stories that I hear, 
accounts that take place and I find myself questioning, “That didn’t really happen did it?  That 
couldn’t possibly be true, could it?”  And yet it happens.  Following the shootings in the 
Emanuel A.M.E. Church in Charleston South Carolina, members of that church stood together 
and pronounced their forgiveness for the shooter.  That didn’t really happen did it?  Folks 
couldn’t possibly be that forgiving, could they?  They could and they did. 
 
I read the accounts of the other lesson this morning, from the early church in Acts.  Folks shared 
what they had and generously cared for those in need and I ask myself, “That couldn’t be!  I 
don’t believe it.”  These are the kinds of things that we read in fiction, but is it possible that 
people could live with that level of trust and generosity?  It did and it possible. 
 
There is that hopeful, positive side within us that truly wants to believe that these things are 
possible, that people can be loving, forgiving, kind, generous to one another.  We want to believe 
that God has placed these gifts within us, that that is part of what it means to be created in the 
image of God.  These unlikely things are possible.  We want to believe.  But sometimes we need 
a bit of help.  We need that gentle nudge from God that points us to the unlikely possibilities. 
 
Can we end world hunger?  There are plenty of reasons to doubt this is possible.  And yet, Jesus 
encouraged us to care for those in need, to work to alleviate hunger.  When faced with the 
impossibility of feeding a large crowd, Jesus took an accounting of what they had, a few loaves 
and fish and told the disciples to feed them.  And whether they believed it was possible or not, 
the disciples shared what they had and when all was accounted for,  no one went away hungry.  
Is that still possible?  Somewhere there is a voice saying, share what you can and see what 
happens.   
 
What are the impossibilities you experience in the world?  What are the kinds of problems that 
you look at and say, “It will never change.”  Even when people make suggestions of changes, 
you find yourself thinking of all the reasons it will never work.  This is common and 
understandable.  But, what the resurrected Jesus offers us is the faith for our places of doubt. 
 
One of my favorite books is a brief work of fiction by the French author, Jean Giono.  It is 
entitled, “The Man Who Planted Trees.”  The book tells the story of a traveler who wanders 
through a very desolate area.  It is all barren and colorless.  Nothing grew there.  After several 



days journey through this area, he happened to notice a shepherd in the distance.  The shepherd 
invited him back to his plain cottage for a simple meal and a safe place to spend the night. 
 
That evening, the traveler saw the shepherd quietly open a large sack and pour out a huge stack 
of acorns on the table.  The shepherd carefully inspected each one and counted out exactly one 
hundred.  The next day the shepherd took those acorns, dipped them in water and proceeded with 
his sheep to a new area where he carefully planted all one hundred there in the deserted area.  
This, he said, was his job.  And when he was finished, he returned to his cottage to repeat the 
process. 
 
The traveler returned to that desolate area ten years later.  And, much to his surprise, there was 
an emerging forest.  The shepherd would continue to plant trees of many varieties throughout his 
lifetime.  He got rid of most of the sheep because they sometimes trampled on the budding trees 
and replaced them with honeybees.   
 
Other than the traveler, no one knew of the shepherd’s work.  But there were folks who were 
confounded by the unexpected growth of this natural forest.  No one understood how it 
happened.  No one could explain it.   
 
Giono concludes the book with this statement: “When I reflect that one man, armed only with his 
own physical and moral resources, was able to cause this land of Canaan to spring from the 
wasteland, I am convinced that in spite of everything, humanity is admirable.  But when I 
compute the unfailing greatness of spirt and the tenacity of benevolence that it must have taken 
to achieve this result, I am taken with an immense respect for that old and unlearned peasant who 
was able to complete a work worthy of God.” 
 
One man who dared to believe that he could make a difference, planting trees in the desolate 
places.  The experts would have said that it was impossible.  But he did a little bit each day for a 
lifetime and what a difference it made. 
 
Questioning, uncertainty, even doubts are normal human expressions.  The disciples struggled 
with faith at times.  Thomas struggled.  But what we experience as Easter people is the 
possibility that the game is never really over, because God always gets the last at bat.  And where 
hope seems most distant, God continues to be at work, inviting us to join in for the delightful 
opportunities that await those who believe.  


