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Let me greet you this morning with the same words our risen Lord used to greet his disciples: Salaam
Aleikkum. In his native Aramaic, this greeting would have been remarkably similar to the Arabic words our
Muslim friends all over the world use as a greeting. I wonder if the risen Christ were to approach you through
your Muslim neighbor and greet you similarly, you know the correct way to respond (of course you do!)
Aleikkum Assalaam! Would you turn to your neighbor and say Salaam Aleikkum, and reply Aleikkum
Assalaam?

I am a Baptist â�� (No, not that kind of Baptist!) I am a part of a liberal, ecumenical, fun-loving,
freedom-craving, welcoming and affirming fellowship called the Alliance of Baptists, based in the US. So
Dhilanthi and I find ourselves quite at home in this church. Thank you for being such a blessing to us!
Interreligious relations has been my calling all along, and my vocation most of my adult life. So, let me begin
with a Zen story.

A Zen master who visited St. Joseph's Abbey in Massachusetts, USA was so impressed by the spirit of prayer
in that place, that he offered to lead the monks in a retreat. The retreat followed the discipline of Zen with
long periods of contemplation on a riddle called a koan. In Zen, paradoxical, and seemingly nonsensical
riddles are given to break the power that words and reason have over our minds, and open them to the depth of
mystery. In individual interviews, a master would give each disciple a koan. The disciples would meditate
long and engage in a spiritual struggle while the Zen master would typically walk down the rows of students
with a stick, ready to whack them if they were not doing it right! Then at some point, in the depth of the
struggle, when all hope seems to have gone, often suddenly, a new light begins to dawn. In this "a-ha"
moment, called satori, the mystery is revealed, the paradox is resolved -- false dichotomies fall away, heaven
and earth collide and physical is seen as spiritual. Resurrection does not seem unusual in that context. And if
the resurrected one is sometimes seen like a ghost going through walls, but at other times as really human,
walking, talking and even eating, that does not seem unusual either. It was no surprise then that when the first
monk entered the master's room, he saw that the master had a Bible open in front of him. "I like Christianity,"
said the Master, "but I would not like it without resurrection." He leaned forward so that his face was only
centimeters from the monk's head. "Where is your resurrection? This is your koan. Show me your
resurrection!"

I want to ask that this becomes your koan as well, the riddle that you meditate on. I wish I could be your Zen
master, and walk among you with a stick, until you show me your resurrection. But you are lucky -- I am a
Baptist. I can only preach. So let this be an introduction to your continuing meditation. But since I am a
Baptist I must begin with my testimony from a long time back in Sri Lanka.

I still remember Verghese Chandy, an enthusiastic young preacher, waving a Bible in one hand, shouting
himself hoarse on the virtues of going to heaven. He did a really good job of it, too. I was convinced. When all
that was left was a whisper, he leaned over the pulpit and pleaded. "Won't you come? Won't you come? While
the organist plays just one more verse of 'Just as I Am' won't you come?" He spoke as if it were his life that
depended on it and not mine. I hesitated at first. But when that last verse was playing, I figured, now is the
time. God was speaking, heaven and earth were colliding, and all I need to do was to get up and take a few
awkward steps down the aisle to receive that grace. I was 12 years old.

For a lot of us, who use historical and scientific tools in our daily life, Easter presents a real intellectual
quandary, doesn't it? But of course, it is very important that we grapple with these issues with intellectual
integrity. Too often churches tend to squash the eager young minds of the questioners, doubters and skeptics.
Don't ask questions, we've often told them. "This is what the Bible says or that's what the Nicene Creed says,
so just accept it." That attitude has only increased people's skepticism. This is not just an issue of intellectual
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credibility; it is also an issue of existential credibility, because our very existence is tied up with the
resurrection. There must be evidence of the resurrection in our daily life and in the life of the church and our
eyes must be open to see it. "Where is your resurrection" is the koan we should be meditating on daily.

Rudolf Bultmann the great New Testament scholar of the 20th century wrote one of the most influential
commentaries on the gospel of John. Known for his attempts to demythologize the New Testament, he tried to
strip away layers of myth that had built upon the real story. He had lots of critics in his day, but his
scholarship was phenomenal. More important for us today, though, is why he did it. It was out of his
evangelistic concern for the intellectuals of his day. So he reasoned away the miracle stories in order to
remove any roadblocks between skeptical minds and a living faith. When he preached, it is said that he would
lean over the pulpit, reaching out toward his hearers like any revival preacher, pleading with them. "Won't you
come, won't you come?"

That same gesture, leaning over the pulpit and pleading with the skeptics characterizes the stories we read
today from John 20. John tells us that Jesus, now risen from the dead and very much alive, comes to that
locked upper room where the eleven have been hiding. It is dark outside, and inside a single lamp is burning.
The disciples are gathered around the table, speaking in whispers, when one of them looks up and sees
someone standing beside the door. There is a sharp intake of breath and then silence as the figure moves
toward the table. "Salaam Aleikkum" he says. Showing a familiar face, holding up a wounded hand, he then
waits for the truth to sink in, for the disciples to let out their breath in one joyful gasp, for them to fall on him
weeping, shouting, cheering.

What a joyful reunion! And Thomas, who was out at that time misses the whole thing. "We've seen the Lord,"
the others tell him excitedly. But Thomas is not convinced; Easter is too close to April Fool's! He folds his
arms across this chest and says, "Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger there and
my hand in his side, I will not believe." Thomas had heard from a handful of eyewitnesses that Jesus is alive,
but he could not accept it. So Jesus comes back to that upper room the following week when Thomas is there.
He greets the disciples as before, but then turns his attention toward the skeptic. "Come, Thomas," he says.
"Put your finger here, and see my hands; and put out your hand, and place it in my side, do not be faithless but
faith."

But wait a minute - faith, I said, not believe! And right there is a critically important issue. One of the
fundamental problems with our churches is that we so easily confuse faith and belief. For too many churches
all that matters is that we "believe" the right things. So our religion is reduced to a matter of understanding
certain theological concepts received through the tradition of the church. Of course, those are important, but
let me suggest to you that the Bible is far more concerned with faith.

The words for faith in Greek - pistuo, pistis - do not mean believing in a modern sense. For the ancient Jew or
Christian to have said, "I believe there is a God" or "I believe that God exists" would have been very strange.
The existence of God was absolutely not an issue. It was accepted and taken for granted. There was a time,
before the modern period, when the English word, "believe" meant something like "Given the reality of God, I
set my heart upon, I commit to, I hold dear, I love." Today, when a person says "I believe," she or he means
something like: "In spite of the uncertainty of God, I repress my intelligence with sheer will power and give
blind assent to a concept of a God who is somewhere out there." It takes us so much effort to "believe" these
days, that we don't have much energy left for faith! Notice now, Jesus never asked people to articulate their
beliefs. Jesus called people to faith. Come follow me. Come trust me. To Thomas what Jesus actually said
was in fact, "do not doubt, Thomas, but faith."

This is one of the places where the confusion is really stark. Because "faith" is not used as a verb, the
translators use the word "believe." So what Jesus said sounds like "Thomas, ignore your intelligence, by sheer
will power discard your doubts and believe in my resurrection." But Jesus did not say believe. He said pistos
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-faith. In fact what Jesus is saying is this: "Rely on me Thomas, have confidence in me. Engage with me in the
work towards God's reign, Thomas. Reach out boldly and touch my wounds, enter into the pain of my
crucifixion, Thomas. God's promises are good. God delivers â�� see, I am risen from the dead." And Thomas,
in one of the highest confessions in the Bible, falls on his knees, saying, "My Lord and my God!"

It is precisely here that John, truly the Evangelist, leans over the pulpit and begins pleading with his readers.
Jesus' response to Thomas perfectly suits John's purpose of bringing his call to commitment to a climax. Had
this been a revival sermon this was the time when the organ would start to play and the people would start to
walk down the aisle. But there are others still waiting. And it is like he is pleading with the people, "I could
have written a lot more about Jesus. I could have preached all night. But I have written this so that you might
have faith that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through this faith you might have life in his
name. Won't you come? Won't you come?"

Rudolf Bultmann sharply analyzes John's gospel. He points out how John, whose audience was Gnostics with
a strong dualistic worldview, right from the prologue onwards uses words like Logos, or the Eternal Word, to
draw them into conversation, and then scandalizes them with the impossible paradox, the koan of the gospel
about how that Logos became flesh. And then throughout the gospel he pointed to the same scandal through
seven powerful signs. He doesn't write everything Jesus did â�� but deliberately selects certain stories that
clearly portray Jesus as the Christ, the Messiah. These are markers, signposts along the way, and John weaves
a theological statement around each sign. From the Wedding at Cana to the Raising of Lazarus, you will find
that they are clearly intended to cut through the dualities of our thinking and present Jesus embodying the
scandal of the gospel, the word become flesh.

And then at the end John uses this incredibly powerful story of Thomas to bring his entire "sermon" to its
climax. The original gospel ends here. Most commentators agree that chapter 21 is an epilogue. Here was the
risen Jesus going through closed doors, so clearly in a spiritualized body than a physical body, and here is
Thomas the skeptic. Jesus shows to him his wounded hands and his wounded side. How did the spiritual body
have those physical wounds? That's the scandal. Spiritual and physical have no relationship in Gnostic
thinking. Thomas the skeptic sees through the paradox. In Zen this would be a satori moment. He grasps the
scandal of the gospel. And the only response that is possible for him is to fall on his knees and confess, "My
Lord and my God."

Friends, today's skeptics are not much different from yesterday's Gnostics. They think in dualistic terms. You
and I, formed by and educated in that skeptical culture, also think in dualistic terms. But today's skeptics don't
want evangelists like Verghese Chandy or scholars like Rudolf Bultmann. Nor do they was to hear churches
that just talk the talk. They need to see those who walk the walk. They are not convinced by our words and
reason any more. They are convinced by the way we touch the wounded hands, stand in solidarity with the
wounded people of God in our neighborhoods, and around the world. And here's a little secret to help you
with your meditation on the koan: It is when we touch those wounded hands and the pierced side, it is when
we stand in solidarity with those wounded that our eyes are opened, and we are drawn to faith and we
experience the resurrection ourselves.

So, here's where we begin the struggle with our koan â�� right here, at this table. Here, simple, ordinary,
mundane, physical chapatis, and simple ordinary, mundane, wine, become transformed before our eyes into
the extraordinary, spiritual and potent body and blood of Lord. At this table, heaven and earth collide, the
physical is transformed into the spiritual but still tastes like chapati and wine in our mouths. Here we touch
the wounded hand and pierced side of our crucified and risen Lord. Here in the sharing in community we learn
what it means to stand in solidarity with our broken world. And here, at this very table, our eyes are opened
and we have only one possible response. We fall on our knees and cry out: "My Lord, and my God."

Won't you come, won't you come!
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