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John 20.19–31

Seeing is believing, or so they say. Seeing is believing.

But have you ever seen an optical illusion? Or a magic trick?

Or have you ever glanced down at your watch and thought it had stopped because the 

second hand stays still for a couple of seconds – but then it starts moving again? Did 

you think that was only you?!

It’s easy to thing that seeing is something purely physical, purely the result of the light 

coming into our eyes. But it’s just as much our brains interpreting that light. We don’t 

actually see as much as we think we see. Sometimes our brains deliberately don’t let us 

see as much as we think we see. Our brains actually switch off our vision when we move

our eyes to look at something else. Next time you look in a mirror, stare at your left eye

then suddenly switch to your right, and back again. Keep switching your vision from 

looking at the reflection of one eye to the reflection of the other one. You won’t see 

your eyes moving. But if you look at someone else doing the same thing you’ll see the 

movement quite clearly. Our brains cut out all the blurred images caused by our eyes 

moving and then they simply make up what the image should have been so we don’t 

consciously notice the gap. I suppose otherwise we’d be constantly seeing blurred things

and it might be harder to understand what we’re seeing. Or maybe we’d feel seasick all 

the time.

That turning off of the vision while we move our eyes is why the second hand on a 

watch appears frozen for longer than it should. Our brain has switched off the signals 

from our eyes for a spilt second and filled in the gap in our consciousness with what it 

sees after the movement so we don’t consciously notice a blank moment. But our 

subconscious brain doesn’t know about second hands on watches so our brain assumes 

that a second ago the second hand was exactly where it is now. Then we see it for real 

at that particular position for a second before it ticks on. The result is that we think we 

see it stuck for a couple of seconds before it moves normally again. The first of those 

two seconds isn’t real: it’s our brain making an assumption about what we would have 

seen. Believing is a bit more than seeing.

So seeing is believing is perhaps a little bit simplistic. The disciples saw some very strange 

things in those few days after the resurrection and at this distance in time it’s very hard 

to work out exactly what they might have seen. Somehow the risen Christ appears in a 

locked room but somehow his body is physical enough for him to offer Thomas the 

chance to touch. We read of a Jesus who was sometimes hard to recognise but who 

could still eat breakfast with his friends. The disciples saw some very strange things in 

those few days after the resurrection but at their own pace they began to believe what 

had happened. Some, it seems, were very quick to accept and others took more time. 

It’s no wonder, with someone coming back from the dead – the most unexpected thing 

imaginable. Who could have predicted that was going to happen? It’s all very well 
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looking back now, but then it must have been unimaginable. Resurrection was a 

controversial idea in Jesus’s day and even those who believed in it thought about it in 

terms of what would happen at the last day, not about what might happen just a couple 

of days after death. The idea that someone should be alive again in the here and now 

was so strange that it either filled the disciples with unspeakable joy, as Charles Wesley 

was fond of saying in his hymns, or alternatively they just couldn’t work out what on 

earth was going on.

For some reason Thomas wasn’t there that first Easter Sunday evening. Maybe he was 

out on his state-sanctioned daily walk. And he missed out on that encounter with the 

risen Christ. Thomas seems to have been a one for asking questions; he’s heard the 

stories enough now and simply refuses to accept them unless he can directly see the 

evidence for himself. He needs to experience the living Christ through his everyday 

senses. Perhaps that’s our reaction too sometimes: to need more evidence in our own 

lives, rather than just listening to other people’s stories?

I wonder where you are in this Bible story. Can you picture yourself in the scene 

somewhere? Without looking at your Bible, see if you can remember how the story 

goes, and what do you experience? What happens?

That kind of visualisation is difficult for me. I just don’t imagine things in that very 

visual way. It’s quite a well-known exercise in Ignatian spirituality, the tradition of the 

Jesuits. But it just doesn’t work for me. After all, we’re all different. My seeing doesn’t 

quite work like everyone else’s seeing. We are all different parts of the Body of Christ, 

and that is a good thing. But what did you see?

The risen Christ seeks Thomas out and tells him he is happy because he found faith 

because he saw. But notice a little detail that’s missing (maybe you inserted it in your 

imagining). Thomas says he can’t believe until he can touch the wounds of Christ. And 

Jesus invites him to touch. But the gospel writer doesn’t actually tell us that Thomas 

did touch the wounds. We go straight to his declaration of faith: My Lord and my God. 

We don’t actually know whether Thomas reached out and touched those wounds. 

Seeing might have been enough in the end. And his encounter with the risen Christ led

him to that declaration of faith.

Jesus appears to the disciples in the building where the disciples were keeping 

themselves locked away out of fear. They were afraid of the Jewish authorities who had 

conspired to get Jesus executed. We may be shut away indoors with other fears today. 

And Jesus comes and breathes on them. No, no! Two metres! Keep away! Now is not 

the time to be going into other houses and breathing on each other.

But this is John’s way of telling the story of the giving of the Holy Spirit to the infant 

church, the Body of Christ. And just as the resurrection of Jesus, whatever it was, was 

not just the resuscitation of a body which would go on to die again, so the giving of the

Spirit means more than just the resuscitation of a body of people who were hiding away.
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I was talking the other day to a friend of mine who’s a probationer in another circuit 

and he said he was pondering the question whether, after all this, are we going to 

resuscitate the Body of Christ, or will there be resurrection? Here, a week into the Easter 

season, it maybe still feels like Lent. We’re still fasting in a way, waiting, not quite in a 

position to celebrate. But when this long Lent does come to an end, what will the Body

of Christ in this place look like?

The resurrected Christ seems to show a strange mix of continuity with what went on 

before and new things which seem hard to recognise until he says your name, or breaks 

bread with you. What will we be like when we can see each other face to face again, 

when we can break bread together again?

After what we have seen, after what we have experienced of the living Christ, of God’s 

Spirit in us, last week and this week and in the weeks to come, what comes next? How 

does our seeing tie up with our brains, with our thinking and our feeling? And our 

believing, our trusting in God?

I see encouragement in what Jesus says about Thomas as well as in what he says about 

us. There are days when our faith is strong and days when it is weak. There are days 

when we are filled with the joy of the resurrection and days when we find ourselves 

wondering how on earth anything so strange could really have happened. But we have 

put our hands up and said we want to follow. Faith will ebb and flow in each of us as 

individuals but we belong to a community of faith, the Body of Christ. In those dark 

days when it hardly seems real to us and we question more and more and find no 

answer or find answers which worry us or scare us, then remember that some of our 

brothers and sisters are having days of great joy in their faith and we stick together 

because we belong together as followers of Jesus, as God’s people, as the Body of Christ.

Sometimes bits of bodies ache but the rest of the body keeps it all going.

And in the midst of it all, in the midst of us all, Jesus appears and says Peace be with you.

Right now we can’t shake each other’s hands or look each other in the eye as we share 

in that peace, but since when has that stopped Christ being present in our humanity? 

And, as the Body of Christ, even a body scattered, we can feel the breath of the Spirit 

within us as we are bold to share in that gospel greeting: peace be with you.
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