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Believe it or Not: Reflection for Easter 2—11 April 2021 
Acts 4:32-35 and John 20:19-31 
Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton, East Plains United Church, Burlington 

 
In our scripture readings this morning, and several other passages from the Revised 
Common Lectionary for today which we could have read, the common thread is the 
power of shared experience, shared faith, shared sightings of Jesus, shared property, 
shared spiritual support. In a culture where we talk a lot about self-sufficiency and 
making sure we look out for ourselves, this viewpoint is countercultural.  
 
Today’s society focuses on self-made people, the “I will believe it and act on it when I 
see it for myself” kind of people, like Thomas. Today, Thomas might live in the U.S 
state of Missouri, where some of my cousins live.  

The nickname for Missouri is The Show Me State. That used to be the slogan on their 
license plates. There are several stories concerning the origin of the "show me" slogan. 
The most widely known story gives credit to Missouri's U.S. Congressman Willard 
Duncan Vandiver for coining the phrase in 1899. During a speech in Philadelphia, he 
reportedly said: 

"I come from a state that raises corn and cotton and cocklebursi, and frothy 
eloquence neither convinces nor satisfies me. I am from Missouri. You have got 
to show me." 

The phrase is now used to describe the character of Missourians … unwilling to 
believe without adequate evidence.ii They also are very much believers that everyone 
should be self-reliant and take care of themselves and their own. 

Not the Kin-dom of God kind of society the disciples tried to build after Easter, where 
the community that followed Jesus “were of one heart and soul, and no one claimed 
private ownership of any possessions, but everything they owned was held in 
common… and there was not a needy person among them.” 
 
In the Announcements section of the bulletin is a request from the Wider Work 
Committee asking us to consider sending the attached letter to the Prime Minister on 
the topic of Guaranteed Livable Income (GLI.) The United Church of Canada is also 
recommending this action. The letter could also be sent to Chrystia Freeland, Deputy 
Prime Minister, and to your local MP.  
 
A national guaranteed basic income modelled after a pilot program that once existed in 
Ontario (until cut by Premier Ford) could cut poverty levels nearly in half, according to 
Canada’s spending watchdog.iii In this week in which we read of the post-Resurrection 
community of those who followed Jesus holding all things in common, this is a clarion 
call to us as Easter people! 
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During this pandemic, some of us have heard multiple stories of how people in our 
community have rallied others for mutual encouragement and support, and then been 
renewed when others have offered them the same. That might be when someone  
offers a word of encouragement on the phone or in an email. Or a stranger pays it 
forward in a Tim Horton’s drive-through pick-up line. Or when a treasured friend 
participates in a funeral on Zoom from halfway across the country simply to say, “I am 
here to be with you because I care.” For me, it was early in the pandemic when friends 
delivered groceries and then again, when I was quarantined. 
 
God’s light and love is sometimes shown to us through those around us, so that the 
shadows and difficulties lose their power. Thomas just wasn’t “there” yet when he met 
with his friends who HAD had a resurrection experience of Jesus. And he felt left out 
and alienated, because he hadn’t been there with them. 
 
But after Jesus appears to him, too, Thomas is convinced and eager to proclaim him 
God’s son. He is the disciple who took the gospel furthest to the East, becoming a 
missionary to India. There are a number of wonderful stories about Thomas and even 
a Gospel of Thomas, which did not make it into the New Testament. 
 
But it is not just Thomas who was having a hard time in this story. In John 20:19, we 
are told: “When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and the doors of 
the house where the disciples had met were locked for fear…” 
 
This is one of our default responses to trauma. We 'hunker down' behind locked doors, 
afraid of more hurt from that which has assaulted us. Denial paralyses us. We see this 
in climate change deniers. We hear it in Bible Studies and Prayer Groups where pious 
proclamations are made that God will rescue us from this trouble or that. God becomes 
an intervening magic, because our trauma is too hard to even process, let alone to 
integrate it into the reality of ongoing life. Let alone to become part of the solution. 

The disciples are locked away in fear…  How often do we in the church get "locked in" 
to our traditions and routines out of fear—fear of other, of change, of doubt, of (you fill 
in the blank: ______. Fear of what? Easter invites us to connect with one another in 
spite of, or perhaps especially because of, our fears. We are invited into true 
community where all are loved, all are valued, all are welcome. 
 
The disciples had experienced that kind of community with Jesus, but now they were 
afraid. Jesus was dead and his body gone. There were strange stories circulating, 
especially from Mary, that Jesus had been seen and talked to her. How could that be? 
It was impossible. Wasn't it? I think it is fair to understand the reaction of the disciples. 
Losing your leader would cause anyone to be fearful. 
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What about us? Are we still fearful 2000 years later? iv The tendency in the church is to 
retire behind closed doors to practice our faith. It's a North American heresy, not at all 
in keeping with the Jewish faith of Jesus, in which faith and politics could not be 
separated. And it’s not in keeping with a Canadian value system evolved from the 
social gospel, with a public social safety net to care for the marginalized. 
 
EPUC has been in its location in Aldershot for many years and witnessed to the power 
and presence of God. Have we stuck ourselves behind closed doors? I don’t think so. 
You can name the reasons why. Check out Saturday’s Toronto Star for one example.  
        
In the final part of our Gospel reading this morning, John sends the church a strong 
and clear message. The final words of his Gospel are that it was written “so that you 
may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through 
believing you may have life in his name.” 
 
There is some historic confusion on whether it says, “so you may come to believe” or 
whether it says “so you may continue to believe.” It comes down to a difference of one 
letter which may have been omitted in a copying error in the original Greek. 
 
The significance of this is that one reading says the gospel was written so that you will 
change and become a believer in Jesus as the Messiah. In that case it is meant as an 
evangelical (good news) statement. The other interpretation says it was written so that 
you (who are already believers) will continue to believe, in which case it is meant as a 
support or strengthening statement. One wants you to become a believer, a spiritual 
statement, the other wants you to put that belief into practice, which carries political 
implications, such as our advocacy for a Guaranteed Livable Income. Translators are 
not settled on this, and the difference is significant.v  
 
And quite clear are the words that follow that. The final words indicate John wrote this 
Gospel so “that through believing you may have life in [Jesus’] name.” He does not 
say, so you may have eternal life, but so you may have life—life here and now, life in 
the Kin-dom of God that Jesus preached. 
   
We often occupy ourselves in worship with our private and individual spiritual 
dilemmas, as if worship is merely personal renewal for us. Out there we are occupied 
with the political, economic and civic realities that relate to most of our waking hours.  
 
Do the two speak to each other? Does our private, cloistered Jesus have something 
relevant to say to the world out there? Can the Good News of Jesus' resurrection and 
promise of new life be joyfully proclaimed and enthusiastically connected in worship 
with the politics of our real world?        
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Yes, absolutely! The faith of Jesus—what he believed and taught about living in the 
Kin-dom of God—said yes, absolutely. And the mode of his death—execution on a 
cross—says yes, absolutely. The cross matters, and the way it mattered was more 
political than it was spiritual. Jesus’ message against the religious establishment of his 
time was a political message and it got him nailed to a cross. So we make those 
connections, too. 
        
Six years ago, news was released of the death of Kayla Jean Mueller, 26 year old 
humanitarian and activist, whose faith had called her to work in one of the most 
dangerous places on the planet. Remember Kayla? Since her death, much has been 
released about her life and her faith. Four years before she died, in January 2011, 
Kayla wrote in her blog, reflecting on Thich Naht Hahn’s writing on mindfulness: “The 
gardener knows how to turn garbage into compost. Therefore our anger, sadness, and 
fear is the best compost for our compassion.”  
 
At her memorial service, seed packets with that quote were handed out with the 
invitation to sew wildflower seeds in Kayla’s memory, reminding those who mourned  
that anger, sadness, and fear do not have the final word in this world, but can be 
transformed into the compassion in which she so strongly believed, just like it had for 
the first disciples.  
 
A quote from Kayla’s final letter to her family in the spring of 2014, shared at her 
funeral, expressed her conviction that she could not let suffering be considered normal. 
Video messages from around the world were shown at her funeral of people holding 
signs, “For Kayla,” each one written in their own language, then in English: “We will not 
let suffering be normal.” Her message was unleashed in the world, a message she 
inherited from Jesus. 
 
Thomas, like Kayla, was an incredible risk taker. He has been maligned through the 
centuries by being called “The Doubter.” But he, like Kayla, was willing to follow Jesus 
down whatever road he led Thomas and the rest of the followers, even to death. 
 
Apparently, he didn't feel the need to stay in the locked and shuttered room with those 
who reeked of fears. He was not there, locked up with the others, when Jesus first 
appeared to them. 
 
He also was willing to admit that he needed something more tangible than just stories 
about "something that happened." Thomas was willing to speak up and say he did not 
understand what it was that Jesus was talking about, and asked him to explain it in 
simpler terms. And when convinced, he took the risk to proclaim aloud what others 
may have been feeling about Jesus: “My Lord and my God!”  
 
 



5 

 

i Vandiver also said, “[and Democrats].” I did not include that in the quote, because it could take folks off-

track in their thoughts. This is not about partisan politics and neither is the Democratic party of 1899 

anything like it is today.  
ii http://www.statesymbolsusa.org/Missouri/NicknameMissouri.html  
iii https://ipolitics.ca/2021/04/07/national-basic-income-could-quickly-cut-poverty-in-half-budget-

watchdog/ 
iv There are times in my life when I have been a bit cautious about my own work against injustice. 

Involvement in mining justice issues can make one a lawsuit target of mining companies. The United 

Church briefs advocates at a national level about what can and cannot be safely said. When I was an anti-

apartheid activist in the 1980s, after Father Michael Lapsley’s hands were blown off by a letter bomb, I got 

a post office box in a neighbouring town to receive all communication about my southern Africa advocacy 

work, because I did not want something similar to happen to one of my children because their mother was 

being stalked at every speaking engagement by someone from the South African consulate in Chicago. 

True story! But I have learned that if I keep the Gospel in my heart that any fear I might have is stilled. 
v Stan Duncan, in post to PRCL on 11 April 2015. 
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