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It is a cramped, musty cave. A shaft of sunlight filters through the gloom from a narrow opening at one end, illuminating what looks like a large rough handprint on the rock floor. Almost two thousand years ago, according to tradition, Thomas the Apostle hid in this cave, hiding from his enemies who wished to kill him. His miraculous healing powers had converted many natives from worship of the Hindu deities, to a new faith in a crucified and risen Saviour. 

Once discovered, Thomas fled through tropical undergrowth to a rocky hillock two miles away, where he fell exhausted. His pursuers overtook him and stabbed him to death. The site of his martyrdom is marked by a church on the hill now called St Thomas’ Mount. 

Thomas had come far from his native Palestine to death in India, perhaps crossing the Arabian Sea on an Arab trading dhow. Certainly, the Malabar Christians of Kerala, the south east coast of India, insist that he founded their community in 56 AD.

Tradition has it that Thomas spent ten years on the Malabar Coast, before striking out east to Mylapore in 68 AD. The cave at Chinnamalai was where he preached and lived in hiding until his martyrdom in 72 AD. 

These are not the deeds of a man who doubted the Resurrection of His Saviour and it is unfair that the epithet “doubting Thomas” has stuck.

As well we know, that first Easter evening Thomas was not with the other apostles to witness the Risen Christ, and he refused to accept their story. The Ukrainian (Byzantine) Liturgy describes it beautifully: 

“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 of 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 be to You!”
Thomas wanted what everybody needs. Thomas wanted personal contact, the personal touch of the Risen Lord. Eight days later, Thomas the Doubter became Thomas the Unshakably Convinced:

“You confirmed his faith by showing him Your pure side and the wounds in Your hands and feet. He touched them, and when he saw You, he confessed You to be neither an abstract God nor merely human, and he cried out to you: My Lord and my God, glory to You!”
Jesus dealt kindly with Thomas’ scepticism, and gave him the opportunity to verify experimentally the reality of His Resurrection: "Put your finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Doubt not but believe." [John 20:27]

So we too can exclaim: “How wonderful is this doubt of Thomas! It brought the hearts of believers to the knowledge of God.”

St Gregory the Great comments upon this passage in one of his sermons: 

“Do you really believe that it was by chance that this chosen disciple was absent, then came and heard, heard and doubted, doubted and touched, touched and believed? It was not by chance but in God's providence. In a marvellous way God's mercy arranged that the disbelieving disciple, in touching the wounds of his master's body, should heal our wounds of disbelief. 

“The disbelief of Thomas has done more for our faith than the faith of the other disciples. As he touches Christ and is won over to belief, every doubt is cast aside and our faith is strengthened. So the disciple who doubted, then felt Christ's wounds, becomes a witness to the reality of the resurrection.” 

Reasonable doubt is a part of the virtue of prudence. Undue scepticism in the face of well-attested facts, however, is a vice. God Himself will judge between those good-hearted individuals honestly unable to believe, even if they would like to, and those obstinate unbelievers whose unbelief arises from bad faith or the desire to avoid God. 

True, a certain scepticism towards established theory, where unsupported by experimental data, is necessary for the progress of science and knowledge in every field.  Copernicus doubted Ptolemy’s theory that the earth was the centre of the universe, and stimulated Galileo to apply his telescopes to the heavens. 

Lister doubted that disease was caused by bad air and postulated the germ theory of disease instead.  Einstein doubted that Newton’s Laws of Motion described the physical universe completely, and formulated the theory of General Relativity instead. 

Nor should we define facts or theories in too narrow and materialistic a manner. The birth of the early Christian Church, witnessing to the resurrection of Jesus Christ, is a fact of history. It is a fact that many people today witness to their lives being changed by an encounter with the Risen Christ, being freed from drug addiction, hatred, violence, sexual immorality, anxiety and guilt. 

If these are not experimental facts – in the sense that one cannot experiment repeatedly upon unique human lives - they are at least experiential facts. The testimony of sane and balanced witnesses must be taken seriously – and as studies show, Christian believers are actually better adjusted and psychologically healthier than the general population.

John Henry Cardinal Newman made a clear distinction between the difficulties of religious belief, and doubts. One can be absolutely sure of the existence of God, having no doubts at all, yet it is very difficult, nay impossible, to comprehend Him. 

One can have sure faith in the Trinity, even though in ordinary life the concepts of oneness and threeness are so different  from each other that it is difficult to understand how they can simultaneously be predicated of the Deity. 

The doctrine of Transubstantiation is difficult, almost impossible to understand, but it is not actually difficult to believe that an all-powerful God can somehow change bread and wine into His own being if He so wishes.

"Ten thousand difficulties do not make one doubt…difficulty and doubt are incommensurate."  (Apologia pro vita sua p. 239.)   
Doubts are concerned with whether or not the event really happened or happens, difficulties concern the How? The Incarnation is a basic fact of Christian revelation, God made man, but there are many difficulties about how a divine and a human Nature are united in one Divine Person, and what knowledge Christ possessed during His earthly life. 

Christ’s followers, the Church, believed in the “Word of God made flesh” from the very beginning, but after 2000 years they still cannot satisfactorily explain the “How?”

Belief in the Resurrection on the word of Apostles, martyrs, saints and the facts of history is not difficult – it comes from reason assisted by grace, or grace supported by reason. What is difficult to understand is Christ’s risen and glorified state of life, a phenomenon completely beyond our daily experience. “Faith opens the door to understanding, unbelief closes it.” (Augustine)

Having difficulties with matters of Faith is not the same, then, as having doubts about the Faith. 

Newman said that “faith flows from love.” Loving God, loving His Church, we are disposed to accept what the Church teaches, even when it is difficult. But if we have no love for God or the Church He founded, then we shrug our shoulders and let the difficulties defeat us. We turn away to adopt easier beliefs, better suited to our own carnal preferences and inclinations. 

The Christian riddled by doubt is paralysed into inactivity: As Lucio says in Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure: 

“Our doubts are traitors, 

And make us lose the good we oft might win, 

By fearing to attempt.”  

Intellectuals perhaps are especially prone to doubt: In Homer’s Odyssey Athena tells Ulysses “How prone to doubt, how cautious are the wise!” The one city where Paul could make no headway in preaching the Risen Christ was in Athens, Areopagus of the philosophers. 

While we should not doubt Divine Revelation – “Truth Himself speaks truly, else there’s nothing true,” - a healthy self-doubt can help us avoid falling into pride. 

As Luciano Pavarotti said: “I never listen to my work.  All I hear are the mistakes.” And Michelangelo commented, about painting the Sistine Chapel: “ I am not in a good place.  And I am no painter.” While Jane Austen wrote: “I fear I must be the most unlearned and uninformed female who ever dared to be an authoress.”

It is folly to have supreme trust in our own opinions and to scorn God’s Holy Church and all she stands for. It is wiser to trust God and His Church, but to distrust ourselves, with our one-sided perceptions and subconscious motivations only half understood. Like Thomas, let us have great confidence in Jesus, rather than in ourselves. 

