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Doubt, Tillich tells us, is not the opposite of faith; it is one element of faith 

It is a perspective we would do well to recapture.  We are used to seeing faith and 

doubt as opposites, belonging in different world views.  These might be brought 

together to clash publicly and vociferously for entertainment value – for example, 

where Christianity, faith, science and scepticism debate in a televised show; but 

certainly they are, in Australia at least, most often seen as opposites, not in 

communication with each other.   

On the faith side, one is seen to have the comfort of certainty, of emotion, perhaps the 

richness of mythological ways of thinking, claims are made of “different’ ways of 

thinking and being, but the faith side always faces the criticism of setting aside 

thought, of denying reason, of condemning thinkers and scientists, the idea of 

evidence, opposing science.  On the other side is seen to be doubt, rigour, science and 

scientific methodology, the critical valuing of evidence, of reasoning, of rationality.  

It is a dichotomy which I find disturbing and damaging.  It sets people up to see 

people of faith as mindless and thoughtless; an acceptance of a string of dogmas 

entire. It encourages people of faith to be judgmental of themselves and others over 

their level of faith, their lack of doubt, their surety. It persuades some that there is 

nothing to explore in the world of faith, because they cannot envisage relinquishing 

doubt.  In this dichotomous view, doubt is required in all circumstances on one side - 

a constant pre-requisite, and on the “faith” side doubt is acceptable, only if it is brief 

and fleeting, a moment of weakness, as it were, as long as it goes away, preferably 

with a comfortable haste. Acceptable as long as one quickly accepts inner or outer 

rebukes about it and then banishes it.   

Most of all, this does not end doubts and questioning – it just makes it unacceptable to 

raise these openly, talk them through within their community of faith.  People who 

have their doubts keep them quiet – from fear of being thought faithless, or weak, 

because they are afraid that they might put their faith at risk, for a variety of reasons.  

I find this dichotomy – faith has no doubt, and doubt no faith – to be a damaging one, 

and also one that I think is not born out by the biblical stories, the resurrection 

appearances we have presented to us in the gospels.  In the gospels, doubt, uncertainty 

and bewilderment are an inherent part of the telling of the story; and faith, in the 

telling of these stories, is much more than a passive acceptance, a denial of thought, 

assessment, evidence; and it does not require the absence of doubt.    

We focus on this most clearly this week because of the gospel passage we read this 

morning, the story of Thomas, Thomas whom the writer of John refers to as the twin, 

whom we know more frequently as Thomas the doubter.  

  



Thomas was absent from the gathering on the first day of the week, and when he 

hears the report of the other, his response verges on the scathing; it is the clearest and 

most explicit expression of disbelief in the appearance of Jesus that the other disciples 

tell him of. Unless he sees the marks of the nails, he says, unless he handles the 

evidence of the injuries which he knew were inflicted, he will not believe.  This is a 

cry for evidence, for surety, for proof for himself.  It is a cry of someone who wants to 

share in the type of experience that the other disciples had, who wants to experience 

this for himself.   

His expression of doubt is followed by another appearance at a gathering a week later.  

The gathering together on the first day of the week is related in such a matter of fact 

manner, in passing almost, that it can slip by easily without comment. After a week’s 

pause, and after his absolute refusal to accept the witness of his fellow disciples, 

Thomas is there.  He is present within the community, in the upper room, on the inner 

side of the closed doors.  We might imagine that relationships were not easy or 

straightforward, discussions may be tense, division brought to the fore, but Thomas 

himself is still there, and the community is still accepting him.  And at this gathering - 

his conditions were met.  Thomas, the doubter, then makes the largest leap in faith 

and understanding.  He makes the strongest proclamation of resurrection faith yet 

made – he is the one to proclaim the risen Jesus his Lord, and his God, it is a step 

beyond that made by any other at this time.   

Is Jesus’ response to Thomas a rebuke for his doubt? Perhaps.  It can be read that 

way, but I tend to think not, myself.  I think that the emphasis is not that Thomas is 

rebuked, but that later generations are blessed.  I think what follows is directed 

straight at us, and all others like us, the later disciples.  This is an acknowledgment of 

the difficulties for those who follow later, at a time beyond the resurrection 

appearances.  It is a blessing on us, and all who have to seek for the resolution of our 

doubts, and find the courage to have faith in the risen Christ, without the clear 

experience, the clear resurrection appearance that Thomas has.   

So Thomas doubted, but stayed with the community.  Doubted, struggled, denied, but 

stayed and came to a position of faith, and of proclamation.  We are not told that after 

this, Thomas never doubted anything or anyone within the community again – this 

may have been singular, striking event in his life of faith, or this questioning, testing, 

doubt may have been a part of his journey from then on.  In fact, we don’t 

unequivocally know anything about Thomas later – although he was evidently a 

figure of some fascination in the first centuries.  There are many “apocryphal” texts, 

placing this Thomas the doubter, Thomas “the twin” as the Twin of Jesus himself, the 

bearer of special revelation, doing legendary deeds and founding churches (especially 

noted in India).  The doubter, the demander of physical evidence, linked himself with 

miracles, but the link for Thomas is, above all, with proclamation.   

It is also true that, in doubting, Thomas is not singular.  It is a theme that is woven 

into the resurrection narratives in all of the gospels.  For example, we know the story 

of Mary Magdalene and how she came to the tomb early on that first Easter morning – 

it is told in most detail in the Gospel of John, more briefly in Matthew’s Gospel, but is 

also added to the second ending that we have of the Gospel of Mark, but in Mark’s 

gospel, when Mary tells the disciples of Jesus appearance – she is met with disbelief, 

with doubt.  

This is followed by a brief story of an appearance to two disciples walking in the 

countryside – and again, their story is met with doubt, with disbelief.   



In Luke’s account when the disciples are together and Jesus appears among them the 

disciples present, seeing, believe that they are seeing a ghost, and we are told that 

doubts arose in their hearts, which remain until Jesus eats with them. In each of the 

gospels at the very heart and core of the Easter message, there is doubt. Plain, simple 

doubt. 

Finally, one last example of doubt being at the core of the Easter story. In the story of 

the last resurrection appearance of Jesus in the gospel of Matthew.  At this point, the 

great commissioning of the disciples in Galilee on the mountain.  The passage tells us 

that when the saw Jesus, they worshipped him, but some doubted.  Within this group, 

who were together through resurrection appearances, there remain some who doubted.  

Nonetheless, it is this group together who are sent out, who are told Go therefore and 

make disciples of all nations, baptizing.  From this group, through the ages, that we 

have learned, we have come to faith, we have been baptized.  It is with this group that 

we too are commissioned, prepared and sent forth in proclamation – we worship him, 

we keep with us those who are doubting.  
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