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Welcome to worship for Sunday 24th April 2022.
Let us worship God:
Call to Worship:
May God help us understand,
That we can only enter God’s peace when we have released the tools of war.
May God help us know,
that God’s peace is a choice we must make through our actions,
May God help us believe,
that God’s peace for all is an attainable dream.
May God help us speak,
that others may know God’s promise of peace.
May God help us hear,
that the truth of God’s peace is told in many ways.
Arise, shine: for your light has come,
and the glory of the Lord has risen upon you.
For darkness shall cover the earth,
and thick darkness the peoples;
but the Lord will rise upon you,
and his glory will appear over you.
Nations shall come to your light,
and kings to the brightness of your dawn.
Prayer/Meditation:
Lord Jesus Christ, on the second Sunday of Easter,
the light of your love shines on!
Your light has come into the world,
And neither darkness, nor evil, nor even death itself
could overcome it.
And we (like Mary, like the disciples, like “doubting” Thomas)
who have been there with you
through Holy Week and the first Easter Morning
have been made witnesses to the resurrection story:
wondering,
bewildered,
hoping,
rejoicing….

and sometimes doubting.
It is not always easy to believe with our minds
and trust with our hearts.
Loving Christ,
Open the eyes of our faith
that we may behold the work of your redemption.
Open our minds and hearts to receive you, Lord:
your resurrection glory, your light everlasting.
May this time of worship, reflection and celebration
be a worthy response to your love and your sacrifice for us.
Holy One, we celebrate
that where people are gathered together in love:
You are present
and good things happen and life is full.
We celebrate
that we are immersed in your mystery
our lives are more than they seem:
We belong to each other
and to a universe of great creative energies,
whose source and destiny is you, our God.
We celebrate
that your spirit beat in the heart of Jesus of Nazareth:
The good news of your healing, embracing and liberating love
was heard by the broken, the lonely
and all bound by life’s sorrows and struggles.
We celebrate
that the spirit of peace and hope is present
with us and though us:
In our struggle to love
we incarnate your holy presence in our world.
And so, aware of the hurts and longings all of us carry,
the awe and wonder that is around us,
and the gifts of faith and this community of faith:
We pause and we become ever aware
of the sacredness of our lives.
Lord Jesus Christ, the light of your love shines on,
illuminating the places where you are present.
As the bewildered disciples pondered the stories of your appearance,
you penetrated the darkness of their fear and doubt with your word of peace.
You showed them the appalling marks of evil pierced on your hands and feet.
You opened their minds to understand

why you had to die to defeat such evil and death.
Increase our understanding, we pray,
and open our minds and hearts to receive you, Lord.
Speak your word of peace to us
and let your love shine on any dark areas in our lives.
May this worship which we offer in your name
be a worthy response to your love and your sacrifice for us.
The Lord’s Prayer:
Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name; thy Kingdom come; thy will be done
on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread and forgive us our trespasses as
we forgive those who trespass against us. Lead us not into temptation, but deliver us from
evil. For thine is the Kingdom, the power and the glory for ever. Amen
Reading: Acts 5:27-32
Hymn 195:
I danced in the morning
when the world was begun,
and I danced in the moon
and the stars and the sun,
and I came down from heaven and I danced on the earth;
at Bethlehem I had my birth.
Chorus
'Dance, then
wherever you may be,
I am the Lord of the dance,'
said he,
'and I'll lead you all,
wherever you may be,
and I'll lead you all in the dance',
said he.
I danced for the scribe and the pharisee,
but they would not dance,
and they wouldn't follow me.
I danced for the fishermen, for James and John
they came with me and the dance went on.
Chorus
I danced on the Sabbath and I cured the lame;
the holy people
said it was a shame.
They whipped and they stripped and they hung me on high,
and they left me there on a cross to die.
Chorus
I danced on a Friday when the sky turned black

it's hard to dance
with the devil on your back.
They buried my body
and they thought I'd gone,
but I am the dance, and I still go on.
Chorus
They cut me down
and I leapt up high;
I am the life
that'll never, never die;
I'll live in you if you'll live in me;
I am the Lord of the dance,
said he.
Chorus
Reading: John 20:19-31
Reflection:
This morning’s reading from the gospel according to John is a perfect example of the kind
of Biblical story that critics will use to prove how unrealistic and implausible the Christian faith
is. And indeed many Christians feel uncomfortable with it, perhaps a little embarassed by it,
and will secretly consign it to the file containing bits of the Bible that are better not discussed,
not even with other Christians.
And right enough. What are we to do with a story that seems more like science fiction
than an account of anything that could have actually happened. A group of people in a locked
room and the arrival of their leader among them. No explanation given.
Yet it is part of our Christian story; quite an important part. For Christians, the
resurrection and its associated stories are of course the very centre of what we think and
believe about Jesus. It is not good enough for us either to just shrug our shoulders and say it
must have been a miracle, or to quietly try and ignore it. For if we say it must have been a
miracle, then those who accuse Christianity of being based on fantasy have more ammunition,
and if we try to ignore it, then any claim we may have that our faith is based on the Bible is
obviously false.
As with many passages of scripture, we can investigate, we can speculate, we can
inerpret, but ultimately we cannot arrive at a meaning that is definitively right. What we can
do, however, is, as we always do try to uncover a meaning that accords with the intention of the
writer, and that says something to us in our own situation. And that’s what we attempt to do
now with this story from John, the story of Doubting Thomas.
Scholars have detected that John’s gospel contains elements both of the very earliest
traditions of the Christian church, and also some later elements. For example, in this story we
find that Jesus breathed on the disciples and said ‘receive the Holy Spirit’, reflecting a time
before the giving of the Spirit was associated with the Jewish festival of Pentecost.
But this story also reflects much later tradition. It is thought that the more detail that is
given about the words and actions of the risen Jesus, the later the writing. This is indeed one of
the many criteria used to help put the four gospels in the right chronological order. John has
some very elaborate and detailed episodes in the post-resurrection period, and is thought to
have been the last of the gospels to be written.

But what of Doubting Thomas? Why all this detail and what does it all mean? We can
certainly resist any temptation to simply accept this story as a fact of history. John often told
stories about miraculous doings of Jesus and described them as ‘signs’. Here then is another
sign, and if we can for a moment try ignore our own cultural heritage that insists that stories can
only be true if they actually happened, and try to put ourselves in the place of those who
understood that stories can be used in other ways to convey the same truth, then we can
perhaps tease out one way of looking at this story of Doubting Thomas.
John, like the other three evangelists, was writing with a purpose. He was also writing
about seventy years after the events he is describing. No-one who read John’s gospel had
experienced the resurrection for themselves. They had been taught and they had come to
believe; they had put their faith in the risen Christ – but they had not shared the experience of
the first disciples who first realised that Jesus death was not the end. They doubtless found it
hard, as we find it hard, to accept the anyone could have come back from the dead. Perhaps
there was a growing crisis of faith among the community to which John was writing. Perhaps
they were saying, as many in our society are saying, ‘It’s impossible for us to believe in
Christianity without any concrete proof of the things the church is supposed to believe. Show us
some evidence of the truth of the gospel of Christ.’
So he put this story – this ‘sign’ - in his gospel to reassure them. He told a story about
one of the disciples, Thomas, who, just like John’s Christian community and just like us, had no
direct personal experience of Jesus’ resurrection. Jesus had appeared for the first time to the
disciples eight days previously – when he had breathed the Holy Spirit on them – but Thomas
refused to believe them, saying ‘unless I put my finger in the mark of the nails and my hand in
his side, I will not believe’. So Jesus came back. In a repeat of his previous method of arrival,
he just ‘appeared among them’ though the door was locked, and repeated the phrase he had
used on the first occasion: ‘Peace be with you.’ This time, apparently without any prompting
from the other disciples, Jesus went to Thomas and invited him to examine his wounds closely to
prove that this apparition that now stood among them was indeed the same Jesus who had been
crucified. He said ‘put your finger here and see my hands; reach out your hand and put it in my
side’ – almost word for word what Thomas himself had said he wanted to do.
So of course Thomas reaches out and touches – and believes. And then comes John’s
punch-line: ‘Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have come to believe’. This is the
whole point of what John wants to say; his whole reason for telling the story at all. For all the
people who have come to Christianity over the years since Jesus’ death and who have no
evidence for the resurrection other than the word of othe Christians. John puts into the mouth
of Jesus the assurance that they are blessed – by implication blessed even more than the
disciples themselves. They, certainly Thomas and perhaps all of them, believed because they
had seen with their own eyes, but John’s church, they are blessed because they believe without
having seen.
So, John is saying, don’t insist on evidence, don’t expect the risen Christ to visit you as
he visited the disciples early on; there’s no need for all that. You can see from the story of
Thomas that such insistence is a sign of weakness of faith. What is important is that you believe
in your own circumstances in your own society – and you are blessed.
So we might say that we are blessed because we can believe without evidence.
But what exactly is it that we are supposed to believe without seeing? That Jesus – after
he was dead – appeared to a group of amazed disciples in a locked room? That Mary Magdalen
and/or a group of women found an empty tomb with the stone rolled away, or that the risen
Jesus shared a breakfast with the disciples on the shore of the Sea of Galilee?
If we take it that John expects us to believe all that then we are back to square one, for
we, like the Christians in John’s community, find that hard to take without proof. But all John is

asking us to take on faith the the reality of resurrection, put at its simplest perhaps by Luke in
Peter’s Pentecost sermon when he says: God raised him up, having freed him from death,
because it was impossible for him to be held in its power.
That’s what we believe, and that’s what we are blessed if we can believe without proof,
that beyond his death Jesus continues to influence his followers and, through them, the whole
world. And we believe that the mission of Jesus to proclaim a new society, a new world order,
is our mission too. It was impossible, as Peter is reported to have said, that death could keep
Jesus quiet or put an end to his mission. For he represented such pure truth, such unselfish and
universal love, such compassion for even the least of God’s people, that, his message once
having been realeased by him into the world, it could never be suppressed or killed off. When
we look at it from this angle, there seems little need for an empty tomb or a visiting angel in
glowing raiment or an appearance in a locked room or a beach breakfast. Peter says only this:
Death could not contain him; he was freed from death; raised up; released from the power of
death by the even more awesome power of love.
It might be said that in some ways we are better off that the people to whom John was
writing. They might have been concerned that they had no evidence of the resurrection some
sventy or so years after Jesus’ death. Although we are in the same position, we have the sum of
two thousand years of history to see the signs, many of which have of course been negative and
quite depressing – the Church has a lot to answer for. Yet here we are, two thousand years
later, proclaiming the same gospel, hoping that we are being as true as we can to the message
that Jesus himself taught, and trusting that the resurrection event that so changed the lives of
the disciples can change us and our world too, and that by our belief, we may be blessed.
Hymn 200:
The kingdom of God
is justice and joy,
for Jesus restores
what sin would destroy;
God's power and glory
in Jesus we know,
and here and hereafter
the kingdom shall grow.
The kingdom of God
is mercy and grace,
the prisoners are freed,
the sinners find place,
the outcast are welcomed
God's banquet to share,
and hope is awakened
in place of despair.
The kingdom of God
is challenge and choice,
believe the good news,
repent and rejoice!
His love for us sinners
brought Christ to his cross,
our crisis of judgement

for gain or for loss.

God's kingdom is come,
the gift and the goal,
in Jesus begun,
in heaven made whole;
the heirs of the kingdom
shall answer his call,
and all things cry 'Glory!'
to God all in all.
Prayer:
Loving God, remembering Thomas who could not believe until he had seen, we remember in our
prayers today those who seek truth – the truth about themselves, about others, about this world
we live in, about the mysteries of creation and life and love.
We pray for those who study and research into the workings of our universe, the deep
mysteries of life, the complexities of this world, the mechanics of science. Give them insight
and humility, patience and understanding.
We pray for those in the mass media – journalists, reporters, photographers, camera
operators, editors of news bulletins and newspapers, presenters and programme-makers, authors
and scriptwriters – all those who in different ways have the power to shape public opinion, Give
them honesty and integrity, courage and perception.
We pray for theologians, preachers, evangelists and individual Christians, seeking to
understand more about the reality of God and to communicate this to others, responsible for
leading others to a greater knowledge of your love. Give them vision and dedication,
understanding and open-mindedness.
We pray for those who cannot face the truth, who find it too challenging, too depressing,
too frustrating or too frightening to contemplate. Give then courage and help, hope and
perseverance.
We pray too for those who deny the truth, twisting and distorting it, leading others
astray, blind to right and wrong. Give them honesty to recognise their mistakes and grace to
amend them.
We pray finally for those who work to help people come to terms with truth; counsellors,
psychiatrists, ministers, writers, doctors, philosophers. Give them compassion and sensitivity,
understanding and inspiration.
I invite you now to spend a few moments with your own prayer, in words or in silence; or simply
in reflecting upon the stories we have read and the words we have heard in our worship, or upon
these images suggested by what’s in the news this week.
Hear our prayer, which we offer in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ. Amen
HYMN 620:
For the healing of the nations,

Lord, we pray with one accord;
for a just and equal sharing
of the things that earth affords.
To a life of love in action
help us rise and pledge our word.
Lead us, Father, into freedom;
from despair your world release,
that, redeemed from war and hatred,
all may come and go in peace.
Show us how through care and goodness
fear will die and hope increase.
All that kills abundant living,
let it from the earth be banned:
pride of status, race or schooling,
dogmas that obscure your plan.
In our common quest for justice
may we hallow life's brief span.
You, Creator-God, have written
your great name on humankind;
for our growing in your likeness
bring the life of Christ to mind;
that by our response and service
earth its destiny may find.
Benediction:
As we conclude our time of worship,
Let us thank God for life-giving faith;
Let us commit ourselves to living with defiant hope;
Let us be filled with generous love for our neighbour, whoever and wherever they may be;
And may the blessing of God, who is life, hope and love be with us, and with all those we love,
now and always.
Amen.

