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“Paradigm Shift”
Psalm 16; John 20:19-31 April 23, 2017

Have you ever had a moment in life when you realized that 
from that point forward, life would never be the same?

Over the course of our lives, we have many meaningful 
moments. Some moments we cherish forever and some moments, 
not so much. However, we are even more likely to remember the 
difficult moments, due to how our brains recognize and remember 
unpleasant situations. How we understand and respond to these 
moments has a profound impact on how we feel about ourselves, 
our lives and the choices we make as we move forward in life. 
Some of these moments range from big life celebrations, the ones 
we place on our Facebook page, all the way to a simple, kind, 
gentle word of encouragement from someone we love.

Unfortunately, some moments range from significant life 
traumas to unkind exchanges or setbacks, where we feel insulted, 
rejected and alone. 

All of these moments, good and bad, influence the person we 
become and the beliefs and choices we make about our lives. 
These good and bad moments become the stories we tell others 
and ourselves about our journey through life. How we decide to 
respond, and what we come to believe about ourselves from these 
significant moments can change the very course of our lives. The 
more positive moments can strengthen our sense of well-being, 
esteem, confidence and resiliency and they add to the foundation 
on which we build our hopes, dreams, beliefs and trust in life 
and God. Unfortunately, the difficult moments in life also have a 
profound impact on what we tell ourselves about our own story 
and identity.

These moments are never a part of our life plan or script and 
they usually come about from a broken trust or a shattered 
dream. From these moments, we often enter into a season of 
disillusionment, disbelief, sorrow and deep questions about 
the meaning and purpose of life and God. We can also wrestle 
with fear, regret, shame, anxiety and despair, to name a few. We 
wonder if we are “really” loved in life, or competent, or if others 
are trustworthy or caring. We sometimes feel so diminished by 
these moments that we form a belief that we are somehow second 
best, unworthy and often unlovable. It is in these moments, when 
it can feel like the ground beneath us has given way and we are 
in a free fall. These good and bad moments, along with your 
responses, are extremely important because the most important 
story you will ever tell is the story you tell yourself about yourself 
and your life.

It was December 1987, when Catholic Priest and writer, Henry 
Nouwen first experienced a deep sense of being forsaken by God 
and his own profound and personal sense of “nothingness”. 
Nouwen writes, “It was as if all that had given my life meaning 
was pulled away and I could see nothing in front of me, but a 
bottomless abyss. Everything came crashing down – my self-
esteem, my energy to live and to work, my sense of feeling loved, 

my hope for healing, and my trust in God. Everything was gone.”
Have you had a moment like this in your life? I have.
It was in the late summer of 1981. I was living in Indianapolis, 

working for a local bank and helping to co-lead a Young Life club, 
when I felt God’s tug on my heart to reorganize my life and attend 
seminary. In response, I sold everything I could not fit in my car, 
left my management position with Indiana National Bank, said 
good-bye to my parents, my college and Young Life friends, and 
started my drive to Pasadena, California.

It took me four days to get there. Along the way, I tried to 
loosen my grip on all that was familiar and open my hand to a 
new life that felt strange and unfamiliar. On my drive, I alternated 
between praying while driving and singing at the top of my lungs. 
While my drive was long, I arrived at Fuller Seminary to begin 
a new chapter in my life. My classmates were friendly and my 
professors were challenging. However, I realized how much my 
life had changed, as I listened to the sounds of gunshots every 
night, while trying to sleep in an old bed in my new apartment 
with steel bars on the doors and windows. It was a challenging 
neighborhood and over the next few months, my car was stolen 
three times.

Yet, my “Dark Night of the Soul” really began about three 
weeks into my new life in California. One day I received a 
difficult phone call from home. Early that morning, my mother 
had gone outside to join my father, as he worked with the garden 
roses. It was then that she found him lying flat on his back on 
the driveway and not breathing. She thought he was gone! Just 
the week before, my mother completed a course in CPR and she 
quickly jumped to his aid. A friend of my father was driving by 
and stopped to help mom and together they administered CPR 
while they waited for the ambulance. Mom said it felt like a 
lifetime waiting. The image of that scene, where mom is working 
feverishly to bring life back into dad’s body stays with me to this 
day.

This news from home sent me tumbling. I was far from home, 
away from my family and friends, and everything that felt like 
home. After the move and paying tuition, I could not afford to 
go home to see dad and help mom. I was living in an unfamiliar 
and unsafe neighborhood, and many of my thoughts about God, 
life and ministry were being undone. It was the first time in my 
life that I felt deeply alone.

A few evenings later, I left my apartment and drove up into 
the San Gabriel Mountains (the ones you see when you watch 
the Rose Bowl) to yell at and argue with God because of the 
frustrations, loss and grief I was feeling about home and all the 
upheaval in my life. While dad survived that day, his heart and 
my faith were forever changed.

It was a year later when I met Robin. She can attest that my 
seminary days were a time of deep wrestling with my notion of 
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God and, on occasion, asking for proof of God’s existence and 
plan. While that season of my life was a difficult and challenging 
period, it produced in me a major “paradigm shift” in my 
understanding of God, love and my life. I am forever grateful for 
that period, scars and all. I suspect that every day I call upon the 
lessons I learned in California in both my personal life and in my 
counseling office.

I know that some of you have faced your difficult period, too. 
I suspect many of you use the lessons you have learned as you 
continue your walk with God and care for others.

I also know that many of you express your devotion to God 
in your workplace or by volunteering beyond the walls and 
ministries of Second Church. I want to thank you for all the 
ways you serve God and minister to others and offer them hope.

I also want to thank you for your support and commitment 
to the work we do here at Second Church. In many, many ways 
you make the ministries of this church happen and you are the 
backbone of our community.

I especially want to thank you for your help today with 
CenterPoint’s Samaritan Fund and the Bread for the World 
letter writing campaign to our congressional representatives in 
Washington, as we work together to end hunger.

It is here that we turn to our lesson to see what John wants to 
tell us about Jesus and the disciples. For over two thousand years, 
poor Thomas has carried the heavy label of being a doubter. For 
centuries, the mere mention of his name provokes someone 
to once again identify him as the man of little faith. I hope to 
rescue Thomas from this unfortunate burden today.

Let us set the scene again. It was the day we call Palm Sunday, 
when Jesus rode into Jerusalem to begin the week. I imagine the 
disciples were feeling pretty special that day as they came to town 
with Jesus. I know I would have felt too proud and egotistical, if I 
had been a disciple that day. After all, the disciples were entering 
town with a celebrity; the one they thought was the Messiah. 
This understanding and belief about Jesus made it difficult for 
the disciples to hear what Jesus was actually predicting and 
anticipating about his brief future.

It was not even a full week later that the Jesus they believed 
in and followed was dead. The horrors of Thursday’s arrest 
and Friday’s crucifixion left the disciples confused, fearful and 
distraught. The one they loved, followed and built their lives 
around was gone. When the week started, they were full of 
confidence and hope. Now they feel overwhelmed, disoriented, 
and fearful about what might happen to them. They have 
quickly entered their season of struggle and confusion about 
life and God. That first Easter Sunday night, the disciples hid 
behind locked doors in fear of the authorities before Jesus came 
to see them.

However, Thomas had a different way of dealing with the 
disciple’s trauma. Thomas pulled away from his community, 
which many of us do when we are grieving, distraught and 
disillusioned. He tried to face the trauma and pain alone. Like 
most people, and many of my clients, whenever we feel betrayed 
or let down by life, we want proof that it is safe to trust and live 
again. The pain of a broken trust or dreams can leave us in a dark 
place, where we question everything. In these times of struggle, 
we often close off our hearts and turn away from love. We instead 
live a life of anxiety, fear and sorrow, in the belief that life is 
unkind and God does not care. The fear and trauma of those 

days had Thomas demanding proof that it was safe to live and love 
again.

While Thomas is known as the one who doubted, the other 
disciples were also doubters, for they first rejected the claims of 
the women that Easter morning. The Gospel of Luke (24:11) tells 
us the disciples did not believe the women that morning. Luke 
says they thought what the women said was “idle chatter.” It was 
not until the disciples encounter Jesus that Easter night, in their 
gathering room, where they were able to make the “paradigm 
shift” from doubt to belief of what God had done through Jesus. 
However, Thomas was not there.

It is now a week later and Thomas would not accept the claims 
by the other disciples that they had seen Jesus. Thomas was 
demanding proof and reassurance before he would open his heart 
to the possibility of a new life with Jesus. Don’t we often do what 
Thomas is doing? Don’t we, in difficult times, often withhold 
our love and kindness, and instead try to keep ourselves safe and 
unwilling to trust again, while we wait for proof that we are safe.

Jesus returned to the room where the disciples were perhaps 
holding the very first Sunday worship service. They were still 
gathering behind closed doors. I find it interesting that Jesus 
appears with his scarred hands and side. Why didn’t God restore 
Jesus to his perfect physical state? Since the days of Greek 
Philosophy, it has been taught that God is perfect and can not 
tolerate, or be in the presence of, that which is imperfect. While 
this may be an effective Greek philosophical equation, it has 
been harmful to the faith community as we live before God and 
experience difficult times. Many in the Christian community live 
a life of trying to hide their hurts, scars and sorrow, so they might 
feel acceptable to God, the church and the faith community.

Yet, here is Jesus resurrected to new life, while still carrying his 
battle scars from life because God redeemed his scars and they are 
now a part of Jesus’ new identity.

Jesus spent most of his ministry with people that also carried 
battle scars from life. God, in the person of Jesus, seems quite 
gracious and comfortable being in the presence of those who suffer 
and live with doubt, despite any shortcomings, imperfections and 
battle scars, all the while calling us to a new heart and life in this 
world.

Returning to the scene in the room, Thomas and all the disciples 
are about to experience a major “paradigm shift.” The Easter image 
has now flipped. Now it is Jesus inviting Thomas to roll away the 
stone in his heart and come out of his tomb of disillusionment, 
grief, and sorrow and step into a new life of love, trust and faith in 
God, scars and all.

A powerful moment happened that evening when they gathered 
for worship. Their encounter caused a “paradigm shift,” which 
led these frightened and disoriented men to leave their place of 
hiding and step into the world, in the name of Jesus, scars and all. 
They left their sanctuary to love others and share how their lives 
were resurrected, when they placed their love, hope and trust in 
Jesus again and proclaim, as Thomas did, “My Lord and my God.”

Let us welcome our own “paradigm shift” as we leave the places 
where we hide with our scars and wounds and, instead, welcome 
a renewed life of hope, joy and love for others and ourselves, as we 
place our trust and faith in God, and walk in the ways of Jesus. 
Amen.


