Sermon for the Second Sunday of Easter: John 20:19-31
The Rev. Brooks Cato

Years ago, | had this teacher who loved those Intro to Philosophy exercises that made those of us
encountering philosophy for the first time so insufferable. Our first assignment was to question everything, and
when one smart aleck student asked him why, he grinned and said, “Good job.” After a week of this, it became
clear that the point wasn’t just to question our assumptions; it was to show how hard everyday life is when you
can’t make assumptions. To drive the point home, our teacher put a socket wrench on his desk. Before we
arrived, he said he’d snuck in and loosened the bolts on one student desk and was disappointed that none of us
checked the stability of our seats before sitting down. Right on cue, we wiggled in our chairs to find the
loosened bolts. He laughed and said, “See, now you’ve trusted me without checking again!” We groaned, of
course, and then I looked under my chair to find perfectly secured and tightened screws, not bolts. Others found
the same thing. We called him on it, and he revealed the truth. He hadn’t messed with any of the seats, and the
socket wrench was just to make his claim look legitimate. He hadn’t even bothered to see if a socket wrench
was the right tool because that didn’t matter. What mattered was that the person in authority we were supposed
to trust caught us trusting without question several times with one little act. It’s amazing how simple it was to
manipulate us and unnerving to see how easily I could be manipulated. That exercise also showed how
exhausting it is when you can’t trust anything. How tiring would everyday life be if you had to check every
chair for stability, every lightswitch for secure connections, every floorboard for the strength to hold your next
step. If you really questioned everything, you’d be tuckered out before breakfast.

I wonder if the Disciples felt a similar kind of fatigue. I imagine they’re unmoored. Were they right to
drop their nets, leave their families, sell off their possessions to follow Jesus? Those who befriended Judas, did
they miss some signs that could’ve prevented all this? Is it safe to go out? Will it ever be? Last Sunday, several
women found the tomb empty and were perplexed. An honest-to-God angel reminded ‘em that Jesus said this
would happen, though they doubted it could. The women told the Disciples who doubted their “idle tale” and
ran to judge for themselves. Under the Roman Empire, the only time women could submit legal testimony was
if two women reported the same thing. Institutions distrusted women; it’s no wonder that trickled down to the
Disciples, too, though you’d hope following Jesus might’ve helped with that. Over in Matthew, soldiers
guarding the tomb told the authorities what happened, and they were bribed to keep their mouths shut. Then the
institution created the official story to sow doubt: the Disciples stole Jesus’ body, leaving the tomb empty and
laying the groundwork for their unbelievable rumor. Who’re you gonna trust, after all, the followers of an
executed criminal or the authorities? The Disciples knew they weren’t immune to those kinds of coercive
powers. They already saw Judas get bought. How could they know the women weren’t paid oft? And if they
were, was this a trap to arrest and crucify the men, too? Even before Jesus was crucified, Peter was so afraid of
being connected with Jesus that he famously betrayed him three times, and after his death, association with the
crucified Christ could be seen as evidence of their guilt. So the Disciples hid, doubting they’ll ever be safe
again.

We don’t know why Thomas wasn’t there the first time. Legend says he was brave enough to keep on
serving the ones Jesus did. Maybe he was getting supplies so they could hide out a little longer. Maybe he was
checking the political temperature to gauge if it was safe enough to come out yet. Regardless, when he got back
and heard that he just missed Jesus, he doubted, too. A week later, Jesus came back while Thomas was there. He
said, “Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe.” Jesus might’ve meant that as a
rebuke to Thomas, like, “everyone gets a blessing except you,” but maybe he meant something deeper.
Everyone in that room knew Jesus when he was alive, and as of today, they’d all seen him resurrected, too. But
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many who won’t have that advantage would come to believe because of these Disciples. Instead of ‘those who
believe are blessed,” I wonder if Jesus meant that it’s a blessing to live in a time when you don’t have to
question everything. John’s Gospel, after all, is written so that you won’t have to doubt, “written so that you
might believe.”

Set aside the miraculous for a moment. The leaders lie. They know they lie. The people know they lie.
Everyone knows they can’t trust those in power to tell the truth, but they can trust ‘em to target anyone that
questions the party line. And in societies that thrive on people living in uncertainty, authorities rule with relative
ease. They spread misinformation to cover up Jesus’ Resurrection, and the governor questions the concept of
truth itself. Everyone, including the Disciples, had bathed in doubt their entire lives. Keeping the people
guessing while claiming the moral high ground--that’s a Machiavellian strategy. Make people uncertain of what
their lying eyes see, and sow distrust for any claim contrary to their supposedly virtuous stance. Do it enough,
and the people’ll believe everything or at least act like they do. Even when people know something’s false, they
fear admitting to it in public because the one thing they can trust the authorities to do is anything--absolutely
anything--that maintains their power. No wonder Thomas doubted.

In our day, we were told only criminals would be deported."** Since Holy Week, the truth’s been shown
to be very different. Do we dare tell it? Maybe I’m kinda like Mary Magdalene today, and maybe you’re those
Disciples. Trust me if you like, run to the sources if you must, but don’t let the chaos sewn by a tidal wave of
lies keep you from learning what’s real. ICE deported a teenager they knew wasn’t a target but sent him off
anyway." They broke into a husband and wife’s car with a sledgehammer while they sat inside waiting for their
lawyer.” They made children defend themselves in court, including a 4-year old.® They arrested a judge.” The
wife of a wrongly deported man moved to a safehouse after the government posted her address online.® A father
who’s lived in the US for 35 years was detained on his way to pick his kids up from school.” A 2-year old
citizen was deported without due process, along with a pregnant mother, another child with cancer, and another
mother who was still breastfeeding her 1-year old baby.'®!"'? All criminals, if you don’t doubt. Meanwhile, the
same authorities defunded programs meant to reduce prison rape, texted an entire college’s employees to find
out who’s Jewish, found a second country to forcefully expel people to, threatened to deport American citizens,
created programs in the State Department and the VA to report coworkers for anti-Christian bias, claimed
migrants don’t need due process because the government’s incapable of making mistakes, and declared that
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pretend that any source of media’s infallible. None of ‘em are, but some are better than others.?' One prominent
source recently had to pay a $787 million settlement for spreading lies, but they’re so good at telling the lie that
people still find ‘em compelling anyway.”>* They’ve become especially adept at declaring the verifiable truth a
lie. What is truth? If you only read sources from one side, “truth” has become whatever your preferred news
source says it is.

those who question any of this are guilty of aiding and abetting terrorism.

I wonder how many feel like they need to hide with the Disciples now. I know when it comes to
demanding truth on the Village Green, Colgate’s international students are afraid of getting scooped up
themselves. I know several folks worry their jobs won’t be there for them come Monday if they attend a rally on
Saturday. I don’t know but I suspect that my name and a few others’ populate lists naming future targets. Maybe
I am guilty of anti-Christian bias; I’m certainly guilty of anti-wolves-in-sheep’s-clothing bias. I'm also
beginning to wonder what the finger-in-Jesus’-side moment will be for folks who’ve been taken advantage of
by the liars. What will it take to see the truth the rest of us’ve been trying to tell? And how close can you get to
that truth without getting bitten by it? I know this is a dark time, but there’s a grain of hope in this story, still.
Thomas did come to believe. It took facing the undeniable truth to see it, but he believed. And from Thomas
and the rest of those in that room, truth spread all the way from an empty hole in a stone to the far reaches of the
Earth, even little oI’ Hamilton. That’s the power truth holds. It may not be easy to believe, but eventually truth
wins out. These days, truth’s playing catch-up, but it will catch up. And when it does, I pray we’ll respond as
graciously as Thomas when he realized he was wrong. He didn’t argue. He didn’t lash out. He realized his
mistake, and he claimed the truth that Jesus is “My Lord and my God.”
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