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Doubting Thomas

Doubt gets a bad rap in the New Testament. James says that one who doubts is a
double-minded person who is unstable in everything he or she does, and the writer
of Hebrews warns, “Beware, brethren, lest there be in any of you an evil heart of
unbelief in departing from the living God.”
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I'd like to suggest, however, that there are different kinds of doubt. Or to put it
more clearly, a lot of different sorts of inner experiences may be labeled as doubt
or unbelief.

One experience that can be called doubt is what James and the writer of Hebrews
talk about. This is a questioning in one’s mind that causes one to draw back from
God, to draw back from the Church. This doubt manifests itself as a kind of excuse
to indulge ones desires.

For example, if | had been raised in a home that does not drink alcohol, I might go
through a period when, wanting to do what others are doing or driven by curiosity
or even rebellion, | use my doubt of the logic of my parent’s prohibition as an
excuse to indulge my desire. | have not really done the mental and spiritual work
of thinking though what is indeed appropriate and why | so much want to have a
beer (or several) with my friends. 1 just use the fact that | have some doubts
regarding my parent’s prohibition as an excuse to do what | wanted to do anyway.
This, in my opinion, is similar to the “departing” or more literally, drawing back,
referred to in Hebrews and the double mindedness spoken of by James.

This is the kind of doubt experienced by Eve in the Garden of Eden. The fact that
the Serpent and injected an element of doubt into Eve’'s mind (“Did God really
say...”) was not for Eve a sin. What Eve does with that thought will make all of the
difference. In the end, Eve uses the doubt as an excuse to indulge in what
appealed to her senses: “the woman saw...the tree was good for food...pleasant to
the eyes and to be desired to make one wise....”

But not all doubt goes this direction. Thomas doubted the resurrection. And not
Thomas only, for the end of Matthew says that some doubted. But what did
Thomas do with his doubt? Did he “draw back” from the other disciples? No, he
stayed with them even though they believed in the risen Christ and he just
couldn’t. Did he use his doubt to escape from the frightening situation of hiding in
an “upper room” (an attic, perhaps?) for fear of the Jews? No, he did not forsake
the relationships that he had forged even though he could not believe. Thomas
stayed where he was. He stayed with his doubt until the doubt was cleared up.

And when Thomas’ doubt is cleared up, Thomas becomes the first human being in
the Bible to call Jesus God. In seeing the resurrection, he sees Christ’s divinity in a
way that perhaps the other disciples had not yet seen it. Fighting through doubt,
hanging in there in spite of doubt, Thomas eventually not only sees but touches. It
reminds me of Job’s great trial, which, after Job is sorely tested yet refuses to curse



God, Job sees with his eyes the God whom he had only heard of with his ears.

Someone once said that the secret to dealing successfully with doubt is to stay the
course. It is like walking across a room when suddenly the lights go out. As long
as you keep walking according to what you last saw before the lights went out, you
will be safe. However, if in the darkness you begin to change course, there is a
good chance you will bang your shins on the coffee table.

This does not mean that there is never a time to change course. Doubt is also
often the beginning of the rejection of something false. To return to the example of
doubting a prohibition against drinking any alcohol, doubt may be the beginning of
a deeper understanding. Doubt can often lead to a nuanced understanding. Doubt
can cause us to ask hard questions and work out hard answers; it makes us look
seriously at ourselves and seek out the wisdom of others. The trick is to stay the
course, remain engaged, and not allow doubt to become merely an excuse to do
what you want.

By Fr. Michael Gillis

This article was posted at http://holynativity.blogspot.com/ on Tuesday, November
22, 2011 and is posted here with permission.
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