Text: John 20:19-31

I think I said in the past that John can be impossible to preach on.  The gospel of John is a little like a finely woven fabric.  You see a little snag and you think, “I can snip that little piece out.”  And a short time later the entire piece has unraveled in your hands.  Here is the short list of subjects that passed through consideration in this week of two baby delivery scares: 
· Doubt and the nature of proof - this is Thomas demanding to thrust his hand into Jesus’ side after all
· The Person of the Holy Spirit who proceeds from the Father and the Son – as Jesus breathes on the disciples and says receive the Spirit
· The office of the Keys or confession and absolution – if you forgive the sins of someone, they have been forgiven (v23) 

· The extent that the Good Shepherd will go to, to bring someone to faith and the variety of conversion experience.  The entire chapter of John 20 gives four different recognition stories or aha! moments – The beloved disciple believes when he sees the empty tomb, The Magdalene believes when she hears the voice of Jesus, The disciples minus Thomas believe when Jesus comes and stands in their midst, and Thomas who believes after Jesus satisfies a test of his.
· The centrality of mission to the Christian life – Just as the Father sent me, so I send you (v21)

· The simplicity of the Gospel – Peace to you!

· And not the least, one of my favorite themes of John that messes with my head constantly, the relationship between seeing and believing.  John’s chicken and the egg question.

Each one of those has at least a page of dreck stashed on my hard drive.  And indeed you could probably preach on each theme for many Sundays, but picking one wouldn’t be true to the text, and you’ll be glad to hear, preaching for an hour I don’t see as an option.  So, to try and be faithful and timely, we will look at two paths - a turning inward and the sending outward - through one modern life.  If the following is too scattershot, please come back next week.   The text is Luke, a good logical Greek, and not the aging mystic John who tortures your preacher’s limited linear western mind.  Today though, today I want to focus on what I take as the uniting theme in verses 30 and 31 – believe and have life.  There are a whole bunch of other signs that Jesus did, but these have been written with one purpose.  That you might believe and have life.
Problem in the Text
Belief and life.  John joins those two things at the hip.  You don’t get one without the other.  But unlike seeing and believing, belief leads to life.  Belief is the start of life.  Belief is the start of getting outside of ourselves and our own little locked rooms.  The disciples are behind those locked doors and afraid of leaving before Jesus comes to them.  Thomas, unbelieving Thomas, isn’t even present.  This community of disciples that was so important to Thomas that earlier in John’s gospel it is Thomas who says “let’s go and die with him” when they head to Jerusalem, is now just annoying, so annoying that he doesn’t even want to be around them. So far away from belief is Thomas, that when the others continually tell him, “We’ve seen the Lord,” Thomas shuts them up with his over the top remarks. And those remarks are very over the top.  Our translators have been kind to the squeamish.  The verbs Thomas uses are more active than see and place.  Thomas wants to thrust his fingers into the marks of the nails and throw his hand into the side.  These disciples are turned inward and they cut themselves off from the larger community and even in Thomas’ case from each other.  They don’t believe - as Jesus eventually says to Thomas – stop being faithless and become faithful.   The Christian life starts with that divine invitation to belief and moves outward in sending.  
Grace in the Text

Resurrection is something so out of our experience – it’s only happened once – that it takes a while, sometimes a lifetime, to sink in.  But that new life – the resurrection life, begins with belief that Jesus is the Christ – the son of God.  That belief draws us out of ourselves.  It opens locked doors, and puts us back into communities, even ones that we’ve lashed out at.  Belief leads to life.  A life no longer sealed up in a small room, or a life cut off from others, but a life with - as Rick Warren would say - a purpose.  “Just as my Father sent me, so I am sending you.” The resurrection brings us into contact with the divine.  Through Jesus Christ we share in that divine life and love.  Proceeding from Jesus Christ we have the Spirit and the mission.  All things eventually return to the Father, but the outward movement starts first.  And belief is the start.  We turn toward God when we turn away from ourselves and toward our neighbor – forgiving sins, instructing (the holding sins portion of that phrase), and sharing in God’s sending.
Problems in the World

But our world has all kinds of problems with belief and life fundamentally externally focused.  I don’t know if any of you have read a book called Eat, Pray, Love.  The writer’s name is Elizabeth Gilbert.  Being a preacher has its tensions.  Books like Ms. Gilberts’ memoir are one of them.  After 4 years it is still on Amazon’s top 100.  Oprah praised it as life changing.  The topic is one generally of scare-quotes “spirituality”.  And this is the tension.  You know that lot of people have read it.  You know that probably many people in your congregation will have read it.  And Ms. Gilbert is a fluid and likeable writer.  As she says in her book, “I can make friends anywhere.”  Yes, she could…and her story could influence people.  That makes it required reading for a preacher.  It is scare quotes again, “a modern spiritual journey.”  One of the roles of the preacher is in modern language being a spiritual mentor, or using biblical language – a shepherd, being very dogmatic - something Ms. Gilbert would frown on - a preacher is an under-shepherd with Christ as the Head Good Shepherd.  Ms. Gilbert’s book, behind some very nice words and an attractive story, offers the full range of places for sheep to get lost and mauled by the wolves.  As a shepherd you have to read it, but as a shepherd, every page brings new horrors where people might go and shouts at the page of “no, no, no, don’t go down that path.”  How she defines and sees belief and life are the problem.  The direction she turns is the problem.  She does not turn to that wholly other person of God, or that radically new experience of resurrection.  Ms. Gilbert sees god and life coming from inside herself.  Her journey pushes her further behind those locked doors and away from her community, although she would not recognize that.
Life – the modern definition of it – seems to be something like Joel Osteen’s Your Best Life Now.  We have life if: we have a husband or a wife – if we desire that, children – if we want them, a good job – if it provides all our wants including a sense of fulfillment, some friends – if they can help us.  You get the point.  The way the world and Ms. Gilbert seem to define life is – what takes care of my needs…right now… all the time.
And that view of life leads to a completely false belief.  Instead of belief leading to life, she has it backwards.  Ms. Gilbert ends her marriage, and the defining moment of ending her marriage is when she believes she “finds god”.  She is weeping in the bathroom of the recently built McMansion in eastern upstate NY.  And she is asking the universe or God questions.  And the universe answers.  But it answers in her voice.  And her scare quotes “god” sends her on her spiritual journey.  How does Ms. Gilbert know that this is god – because “it is the wisdom from within: is her answer.  No checking with Scripture, no meditation in the western sense of study, no call to a pastor or what in Seminary we would call grandma Schmidt – the older lady of the congregation who understands far more than we ever will.  No, the universe answers Ms. Gilbert in her voice, and it speaks the wisdom from within.

 In times of greatest stress, how does Ms. Gilbert communicate with this god?  She writes in her journal…and then she writes god’s answer.  She goes to India.  She finds a Guru.  She lives in an Ashram.  She meditates in Sanskrit.  She finds the god within her.  And guess what – this god tells her she is love.  This god tells her the unity she has with god.   This god tells her that she needs to clear her mind of that nagging doubt and guilt about ruining her marriage.  This god tells her she needs to quiet that mind – that old New England WASPy preacher in her head.  Only then can she unleash the god from within.  This god takes care of Ms. Gilbert’s need, at the moment, all the time.  The god she believes flows from and matches her definition of life.
What Ms. Gilbert never seems to realize is just how locked up and cut off this god has made her.  Her marriage is over to the point she can’t even talk to her ex without a lawyer.  They had that big house and an apartment in NYC, neither of which she can visit.  Her friends become those random people she meets on her trip.  Yes, she makes friends, but do any of them have the standing or history to actually talk with her beyond banalities?  Even the confusion of languages is a constant.  Her “spiritual practice” in that ashram is all carried out in a language that nobody speaks – a chanted hymn of 128 verses – and you thought I Know that My Redeemer Lives was long – all 128 versus she does not know what they say.
That is the path of the world.  Don’t listen to Jesus’ call for repentance.  Cut off those who call for that.  Cut off anyone who you might have to listen to.  Turn deeper into yourself.  Recognize the god within.  Yes, that fruit looks good for wisdom.  That is the tragic path that ends in destruction, but the world will make it look very attractive.  Even make it seem “spiritual”.

Grace in the World
The mystic John reaches out of his story to point to you the right path or more precisely the right person.  John screams from the page.  Look here, This Jesus, he did a whole bunch of other signs which I just don’t have the space to write about.  But these, including that final blessing – blessed are those who don’t see and yet believe – these have been written so that you might believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.  When you believe that, you will have life in His name.
The Christian life begins with belief.  The Christian life flows out from that belief.  A life of turning away from ourselves and toward God.  A God who is served in serving our neighbor.  A life lived out in the community of fellow disciples.   A life lived with a sending outward – Just as the Father sent Jesus, so he sends us.  But also a life lived in the Spirit – The Spirit given to us in baptism.  And a life of ultimate peace, because our sins have been forgiven and we have been blessed, even if we have not seen those wounds.

