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“Although the doors were locked, You appeared to Your disciples, O Christ, but through Providence, Thomas was not with them. For he said, “I will not believe until I see the Lord, until I see the side from which the blood and water of our baptism came forth, until I see the wound by which He healed all people from the great wound, and I see that He is not a pure spirit, but a person made of flesh and bones. Therefore, O Lord, Who trampled death and made Thomas firm in his belief, O Lord, glory to You!” (Sunday after Easter, First Vespers, Byzantine rite) 

This Sunday, the Octave Day of Easter, is known in the East as Thomas Sunday, or here as Divine Mercy Sunday.


In 2000 Pope John Paul II declared that, in response to the wishes of the Christian people, the Second Sunday after Easter would henceforth be known as Divine Mercy Sunday. Sister Faustina’s recorded Jesus’ words to her in her diary (699): 

“My daughter, tell the whole world about my inconceivable mercy. I desire that the Feast of Mercy be a refuge and shelter for all souls, and especially for poor sinners. On that day the very depths of My tender mercy are open. I pour out a whole ocean of graces upon those souls who approach the fount of My mercy. The soul that will go to Confession, and receive Holy Communion, on this day shall obtain complete forgiveness of sins and punishment.” 

This Sunday’s Gospel relates two of Jesus’ resurrection appearances: that of the first Easter Sunday evening, when the Risen Lord gave the apostles the power to forgive sins: “He breathed on them and said: Receive the Holy Spirit. Whose sins you do forgive, they are forgiven. Whose sins you do retain, they are retained.” (John 20:22-23) The Council of Trent cited this text to prove Jesus’ institution of the Sacrament of Penance. 

The second appearance took place a week later, and this time St Thomas was present too. The Lord invited him to touch the wounds in his hands, and feel his side: “Be not faithless but believing.” Thomas response was a profession not only of the physical resurrection, but of Christ’s divinity: “My Lord and my God!”

Here we behold a double mercy: a mercy upon sinners who approach the apostles to confess their sins and accept divine forgiveness; a mercy upon Thomas and all who have difficulty in believing a bodily resurrection from the dead. The Lord respects their hesitancy, and reveals Himself to them in a new way which dispels all their doubt. 

Living as we do in a nation so unsure of fundamentals, in a European Union intent upon denying its Christian heritage, faith does not come easily to many.

Numerous writers make money out of denigrating Christianity. Like parasites, they have benefitted from the respect for the individual and freedom of speech of a Christian humanist heritage, while they themselves have nothing positive to offer. In non-Christian societies – under Islam, or Hinduism, or Marxist totalitarianism – they might find themselves more roughly treated. It would be uncharitable to compare them to gangrenous maggots, eating off and destroying the animal on which they feed. 


One insidious line of attack is to dismiss Christianity as purely a myth, a symbolic story devoid of historical fact. To deny the historical existence of Jesus of Nazareth, one needs to be deeply ignorant of history, but there are still a few who go to such an extreme.

More frequent is the suggestion that Christianity re-applied pagan myths of death and resurrection, like those of Osiris, the Egyptian god, Tammuz, a Mesopotamian deity; the Phoenician Adonis, the Greek Dionysius, or in Hinduism, Krishna. 


C.S.Lewis and J.R.R.Tolkien were both fascinated by the genre of myth, a fascination which bore fruit in the Narnia stories and Lord of the Rings. Lewis was tutor in English Language and Literature at Magdalen College Oxford. 


Now a working definition of myth is “a traditional, typically ancient story dealing with supernatural beings, ancestors, or heroes that serves as a fundamental type in the worldview of a people, as by explaining aspects of the natural world or delineating the psychology, customs, or ideals of society.” We are not here talking about the later use of “myth” in common parlance to mean a fictitious story or untruth. 


Lewis recognized that many pagan myths bore traces of truth, reflections of the divine nature, but admixed with error. Christianity, he suggested, was the “true myth” which at the same time was real historic fact.  

He also commented that those who allege Christianity is only a myth, haven’t read many myths! The genre of the Gospels is quite different from that of the pagan myths.


Consider, myths are set “once upon a time” in “never never land.” The Gospel account of Jesus of Nazareth starts in Bethlehem when Quirinius was Governor of Syria, and Herod King of Jerusalem in 7-4 BC. He was crucified on the 14th day of the Jewish month of Nisan, probably in 30 AD. Within seven weeks, his disciples were openly preaching His Resurrection throughout Jerusalem, despite the severe opposition of Jews and Romans.

Contrast this with the Egyptian myth of the god Osiris, killed by his brother Set who wanted his throne. Isis, his wife, used a magic spell to briefly bring Osiris back to life, so that he could inseminate her before he again died. She then bore their child, the god Horus. Thus the Osiris-Horus story became a life-death-rebirth, associated with the flooding and retreating of the River Nile and the new harvest each year. Osiris became known as the Egyptian god of the dead.


Dionysus had a strange birth. His father was Zeus, king of the gods, and his mother a mortal woman Semele. Semele, dubious about the baby’s paternity, demanded that Zeus prove his godhood. He came to her wreathed in bolts of lightening, and she perished. Zeus saved the foetal Dionysius by sewing him into his thigh, and releasing him when full-grown.  


Hence the mystery religions worshipped Dionysius as the “twice born” or as an example of death and rebirth. As the god of wine, his worship included very popular bacchanalian orgies, at which the fruit of the vine flowed freely.

In the cult of Tammuz, there is no resurrection to this life, but only to the underworld.


These myths are bizarre, and devoid of the historical detail  - much corroborated by recent archaeological finds - which is a feature of the Gospels. Moreover, the pagan myths developed over centuries. In the Adonis myth, the idea of resurrection is a very late addition appearing centuries later than the original account.

Krishna is supposed to be the ninth and fullest incarnation of the Hindu godhead, Vishnu, but the supposed dates for his birth range between 1477 and 5771 BC!


The resurrection of Christ is not a symbolization of natural events, but something utterly startling and unnatural, unique in history.


The Gospels accounts of it are full of little eye-witness details, vividly remembered by the apostles. John ran faster than Peter and arrived at the empty tomb first. The headcloth was rolled up separately from the shroud. Mary Magdalen thought she was talking to the gardener, not the Risen Lord. Jesus prepared a breakfast of bread and grilled fish on the shore of the Sea of Galilee. Up to 500 disciples at one time saw Him risen. 

The final and strongest point is that no-one went to the ends of the earth and suffered martyrdom for preaching the resurrection of Osiris & Co. 


The apostles did spend the rest of their lives witnessing to what they had seen – Jesus Christ risen from the dead, never to die again. Had it been some made up story or a monstrous illusion, they would inevitably have quarrelled and contradicted each other. 

Instead, they went to their deaths insisting upon the Resurrection of the historical Jesus – Thomas in India, Bartholemew flayed alive by the Caspian Sea, Andrew crucified in Patras, Peter and Paul in Rome, James in Jerusalem, Jude clubbed to death. 

The Gospels don’t fully explain the Resurrection, because it is beyond our experience. But the power of the Resurrection explains the miraculous growth and survival of the Church. The empires of Egypt, Greece and Rome are now archaeological sites, while the Church of Christ flourishes, still sending out missionaries to every nation on earth.

Even A. E. Housman, usually classed as an atheist, could write this wistful poem entitled Easter Hymn:

“If in that Syrian garden, ages slain,

You sleep, and know not you are dead in vain,

Nor even in dreams behold how dark and bright

Ascends in smoke and fire by day and night

The hate you died to quench and could but fan,

Sleep well and see no morning, son of man.

But if, the grave rent and the stone rolled by,

At the right hand of majesty on high

You sit, and sitting so remember yet

Your tears, your agony and bloody sweat,

Your cross and passion and the life you gave,

Bow hither out of heaven and see and save.” 

