EVENSONG REFLECTION 2nd July 2017:  THE EVE OF ST THOMAS THE APOSTLE
Readings: 	Psalm 27, page 557 Pew Bible, page 376 prayer book;
Isaiah 35, page 719 Pew Bible; 
Hebrew 10.35-11.1, page 1209 Pew Bible.
 
Theme: Why does the lectionary choose these readings for the eve of the feast of St Thomas?
 
Today is the eve of the feast of St Thomas the apostle and the readings we used in this service are set for that occasion.  There is one very odd thing they have in common – not a mention of St Thomas.  Although the Bible does not have a lot to say about Thomas, you would have expected one of the readings to mention him.  So I was intrigued by the question ‘why were they chosen’?
 
Psalm 27 is largely a hymn of praise by David.  He sees the Lord as his light and salvation and he emphasises in the first few verses the advantages of the Lord being on his side in battle.  He goes on confidently to ask that he may dwell in God’s house for ever, where he may gaze on the beauty of the Lord, knowing that he will be with him in the day of trouble.  As a result he will sing and make music to the Lord.
 
In verse 7 we then come to the reason why, perhaps, this Psalm was chosen for the feast of St Thomas.  Here is a section in which there is some doubt creeping in as David pleads for God not to hide his face from him, not to reject him though his father and mother may do so, not to hand him over to his oppressors and false witnesses that rise up against him.  This section does not contain the bubbly confidence of the earlier verses, though amongst all this he does ask for the Lord to teach him his way and lead him in a straight path.  
 
Perhaps it is because of this section the Psalm was chosen to help us reflect on Thomas’ famous moment of disbelief when he said he would not believe Christ was risen until he saw the marks in his hands and feet and put his hand in his wounded side.  
 
And the fact that the Psalm ends with a declaration of confidence in the goodness of the Lord may be compared with Thomas’ confident declaration of ‘My Lord and my God’ when he met the risen Christ a week later.
 
We all have our moments of doubt – whether it be something so good or so bad that we can’t believe it or a disbelief in what we think Christ is telling us.  From this Psalm and from St Thomas we can take encouragement from the fact that some of the greatness men (and women) of God had difficulty in believing at times so we are not alone.  
 
Isaiah 35 is a very famous passage which of course was quoted by Jesus talking about himself in his home town of Nazareth.  Thomas would be familiar with this passage and would have been there when Jesus quoted it about himself.  Following Christ around the Holy Land for 3 years, Thomas would be only too familiar by the end of that time with how Jesus had fulfilled this prophecy.  But why is it chosen for the eve of his feast day?
 
Perhaps the answer lies in verse 8: ‘And a highway will be there; it will be called the Way of Holiness.’.  At the last supper (John 14) Jesus had told his disciples: ‘And when I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, that where I am you may be also.  And you know the way where I am going.’  It was Thomas who had then asked for clarification and said ‘Lord, we do not know where you are going; how can we know the way?’  Jesus’ very famous reply was, of course, ‘I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father, but by me.’
The way of holiness is Christ and we have Thomas to thank for Jesus making that remark.  
 
Also, Thomas had shown very clearly that he was prepared to follow that path to the end in an earlier incident we find in St John’s gospel.  “Jesus had been hounded out of Jerusalem to seek safety in some quiet village, possibly Ephraim among the hills several miles to the north of the city and overlooking the wilderness of Judea.  Suddenly the news of the illness of Lazarus of Bethany arrived; Jesus at once decided to go back to him at Bethany within two miles of Jerusalem.  Thomas was frightened, but loyal.  He knew well the danger involved, but volunteered to accompany him in very blunt if realistic terms: ‘Let us also go, that we may die with him.’ (John 11.16).” (Brownrigg, p 271-2).  
 
This shows us a lot about Thomas’ character and loyalty – he was prepared to follow that highway, the way of holiness, all the way even if it cost him his life.  Which, in fact, it did in the end.  What we know about his life after the early chapters of Acts is found in other writings.  He went throughout the east through Persia and ended up in south India where he founded several churches.  He was martyred there – it is believed he was slain with lances, the traditional eastern method of execution.
 
And what about our reading from Hebrews?  How does that connect with Thomas?  The passage starts with an injunction to confidence and perseverance.  We know from the way he asked Jesus about the way that he had the confidence and perseverance to question what was being said so that he fully understood.  His confidence in following came from being sure of what he had got himself into by not just accepting statements unless he made sure he fully understood them.  
 
The passage ends with the verse ‘Now faith is being sure of what we hope for and certain of what we do not see.’  By the time that Thomas came to say ‘My Lord and my God’ when he met the risen Jesus, after his earlier expression of disbelief that Jesus was alive, there is no doubt that he was sure of what he hoped for and certain of what he did not see.  Too often we associate Thomas – or doubting Thomas as he is so often called – with that one statement of doubt.  But from what we have seen of him in looking at today’s passages, I think he was far from a doubter.  He wanted to be clear about things – a bit of a pedant in fact, a characteristic I warm to being one myself.  But above all he was a man of faith willing to following that hope by following Jesus all the way to martyrdom.  
 
So what can we take away from Thomas’ life today as we begin a new week? 
	There may be times when we have doubts about our faith, but we can be sure that Jesus will help us find a way back to full belief in him – it’s like he’s got us on one of those long dog leads, he will only let us stray so far and then pull us back

We need to persevere to find the answers as to how to follow Jesus along the way – by prayer, by Bible reading, by asking questions, by seeking counsel from others, and by using the brains God has given us to weigh everything up in prayer to help find the answers
Thomas followed Jesus to his own death.  A challenge to us.  Just how far are we prepared to go for Jesus?

(8 mins)
 

Bibliography
 
BIBLE: Barker, K L, Stek, J H, Strauss M L and Youngblood R E, eds (2008), Zondervan NIV study Bible.     
DICTIONARY: Fowler, H W and Fowler, F G (eds) (1911, 5th ed, 1964), The concise Oxford dictionary of current English, Oxford: University Press.
Brownrigg, R (2002 edition), Who’s Who in the New Testament, London: Routledge
Butler, Rev A (original 1883, 1990 ed), Lives of the Saints, London: Studio Editions.
Eaton, J (2003, 2005 ed), The Psalms: a historical and spiritual commentary with an introduction and new translation, London: Continuum.
Wright, T (2003), Hebrews for everyone, London: Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge. 
 


