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 I hope we have left behind our previous harsh judgments of Thomas. Thomas is not a scapegoat; 

Thomas provides a detailed, realistic example of the challenges and fruits of discipleship. Thomas 

cares about knowing the truth. Thomas cares enough to disagree with the rest of the disciples. This is 

vitally important for us as people of faith. Thomas’ questions and passion for learning the truth bring 

him to a place of deeper faith. In the end, Thomas is the only disciple, in any of the Gospel accounts, to 

call the risen Christ, ‘my Lord and my God.’This makes it even more important to consider Thomas’ 

motivations and responses in this story.  

 Thomas says, Unless I see the mark of the nails in his hands, and put my finger in the mark of 

the nails and my hand in his side, I will not believe. Thomas does not trust the testimony of the rest of 

the disciples. Thomas is unmoved. Thomas holds onto his previous understanding about the death of 

Christ.  

 Part of the problem is Thomas has not had a direct encounter with the risen Christ. However, 

there is something else going on underneath Thomas’ unwillingness to agree to a new understanding of 

the situation. The main feeling, deep underneath Thomas’ firm words, is fear.  

 We can tell Thomas is afraid from the way he makes his statement. We can tell Thomas has 

been shaken from the firmness and harshness of his words. This is kind of backwards from the way it 

appears at first glance. We are often confused by the way people talk. In a way that is reverse of what 

we might expect, people become aggressive with their words and tone of voice when they are most 

afraid.  Conversely, when we are most courageous and strong we can respond calmly and quietly, even 

during a time of great uncertainty. 

 This is confusing, because it is backwards from what we expect. We associate quiet, agreeable 

voices with a fearful attitude, and forceful, aggressive voices with strength. In real life it often works 

the opposite way. We have many examples of leaders who have faced public charges of misconduct. In 

many cases we hear them vehemently deny they have done anything wrong. The harsh edginess of their 

words is an indication they are afraid. 

 The same thing is happening here with Thomas. Thomas is deeply afraid. His life has been 

turned upside down, twice. First Thomas left his family and his work in order to follow Jesus and do 

the work of ministry alongside Jesus. Then his new life was completely upended when Jesus was 

arrested and crucified.  

 Thomas is deeply afraid. He doesn’t know what will happen next but he feels betrayed, he feels 

he has given so much. The cries of the mob for Jesus’ death ring in his ears. The testimony of the other 

disciples is not enough. Thomas is afraid and he doesn’t trust anyone. 

 I think it is a bit like that for us this Easter season. Our lives have been completely upended. We 

have lost many things. We don’t know if some of the most important parts of life will ever come back. 

Some of our relationships of trust and connection are frayed after months of separation and isolation. 

As we move forward as individuals and as a congregation, it will help to remember that deep 

underneath everything else, for the past year each one of us has been carrying an extra load of fear. 

 We are like Thomas, we have had good reasons to be afraid. God has an answer for our fears. 

God had an answer for Thomas’ fears. God welcomed Thomas into a place of generosity. 

 Jesus came and stood among them and said, "Peace be with you." Then he said to Thomas, "Put 

your finger here and see my hands. Reach out your hand and put it in my side. Do not doubt but 

believe." Thomas answered him, "My Lord and my God!" Jesus responds to Thomas’ fear with 

generosity. Jesus responds by engaging Thomas and encouraging him. 



 And God responds to our fears with generosity. When we pay attention we see God reaching out 

to us with generous grace. We see God engaging with us, encouraging us to move beyond our fears, 

into relationships of trust and strength. We see God has created a place of generosity in this place. 

 When I first arrived, St. Paul’s was one year into a seven year process of preparing our buildings 

for a third century of ministry. The process has come to be known by a simple name: Open Doors. The 

first steps of the Open Doors project were taken six years ago, before I arrived at St. Paul’s. It seems 

likely Open Doors will be completed by the end of 2022. 

 Open Doors is partly about addressing the needs of our congregation for increased access to all 

of our spaces. It is partly about increasing our capacity to care for our neighbors in greatest need. It is 

partly about making better use of our buildings. It is partly about preserving and renovating our 

buildings so we will be prepared for a third century of ministry, here at the crossroads of Central New 

York. Open Doors has also been about our congregation moving from a position of fear into 

relationships of generosity, trust and strength. And when I say, ‘our congregation moving from fear to 

trust and strength’, I include myself. 

 In my first year at St. Paul’s Open Doors was beginning to take shape. It included basic 

components, like replacing the roofs and repairing the windows of the Parish House. It also included 

one component I could not really understand: an elevator to the second floor of the Parish House.  

 At the time I was living downtown, just a few blocks from the church. Every morning and 

evening I walked through our downtown neighborhood, past four or five empty store fronts. I could not 

understand why we would build an elevator in St. Paul’s Parish House, when there was empty space 

going unused in our downtown neighborhood. 

 In many ways, I was like Thomas. Some part of the world was changing and I could not see the 

change happening. Also, I was fearful. I was fearful St. Paul’s would go to the expense and effort of 

building an elevator but that it would rarely be used. I was fearful our Parish House would continue as 

it was in 2016, with many church members using the first floor, but with almost no one using the upper 

floors.  

 My process of conversion, my process of seeing the world as it really is, took a bit more time 

than Thomas’ conversion story. Thomas’ conversion happened in a matter of a few minutes; mine 

happened over the course of a few years. It happened slowly at first, but I began to see new businesses 

occupying those empty store fronts within a year or two. Though our largest office buildings continue 

to operate at 1/2 or 3/4 of capacity, each year for the past five years at least one or two of the smaller 

buildings downtown have been renovated and occupied by new tenants.  

 Some of the new tenants are businesses. During the past five years over twenty new businesses 

have opened in our downtown neighborhood. I will make a visit to the newest of these stores on 

Wednesday, their opening day, on my way home from work, because it is one of my favorite stores. 

 Many of the new tenants are people who have come to live downtown. In 2016 about 2000 

people lived downtown. By the end of 2021 more than 4500 people will be living downtown. The 

occupancy rate for apartments continues to be above 95%. I can tell many more people are living 

downtown because every Sunday, when I am filling the Open Pantry or standing on the sidewalk on 

Fayette Street, I see many more people walking around our neighborhood than a few years ago. We 

expect 400-500 new residents to move into our neighborhood each year in the coming years. In a few 

years, the primary challenge will be that the most attractive buildings in the heart of downtown will 

already be converted to apartments. 

 So I no longer have any concerns about whether we will make full use of our Parish House 

building, or whether we will make full use of an elevator. I have no doubt that the second and third 

floors of our Parish House will be full of people making good use of our building in eight or ten years. 

 In a similar way, four or five years ago I was doubtful St. Paul’s congregation would be able to 

raise the funds needed for such a large renovation project. Our best estimate of the total cost of Open 



Doors is about 1.7 million dollars. Four years ago I was trying to be as supportive as possible of the 

Open Doors task force, but my response to their budget was similar to Thomas’ response; I’ll believe it 

when I see it. 

 Four years ago the proposal was for $750,000 in funding to come from state and national grant 

awards. I had serious doubts. By January of 2021, thanks to the work of five or six of our members, St. 

Paul’s had received not only awards, but legal contracts for more than $800,000 in grants. This leaves 

$900,000 dollars to be raised from our members, from friends and from community partners. 

 Once again, like Thomas, I was doubtful when I first saw this fundraising target many months 

ago. Then we began to hear from our members about their planned contributions to Open Doors. Last 

November we received our feasibility study report, based on twenty five interviews with members of 

our congregation and community. The Feasibility Study was conducted by Partners for Sacred Places, 

an organization with decades of experience working with churches just like St. Paul’s: small or 

medium sized congregations occupying enormous, historic buildings, often right in the center of an 

older city. The Feasibility Study projected a fundraising total of $600,000-700,000 from our members. 

I was surprised the fundraising estimate from the Feasibility Study was so large, but we continued 

working on the details of the Capital Campaign.  

 At St. Paul’s we understand each member’s financial contributions are first and foremost a 

statement of a spiritual relationship and orientation. We also follow Jesus, who observed that the 

contribution of the impoverished widow was the greatest gift. With these two ideas in mind, this past 

winter I undertook the first systematic review of member contributions during my tenure. I was very 

impressed by what I observed; many of our members have given very generously to support the 

mission and ministry of St. Paul’s during the past several years. 

 With this information in hand I worked with our consultants to project a total amount for our 

Capital Campaign based upon the history of giving from our members. The projected total pledges 

from our members amounted to more than $700,000. Once again I was concerned that this goal might 

be too large for our congregation. 

 During the past two months the picture has become clearer. You will receive more details about 

what we can expect in our Capital Campaign at our Town Hall meeting this afternoon. I will just say 

that in the past month some members have talked with me about their planned contributions to Open 

Doors. After these conversations I would say it is likely our congregation will raise more, perhaps 

much more, than $700,000. 

 All of this is because of what we see happening in the encounter between Thomas and the risen 

Christ. At the heart of this encounter is God’s generosity towards us. Thomas does not trust the other 

disciples when they tell of their encounter with Christ. Thomas is afraid. God responds to Thomas’ fear 

and skepticism with generosity and grace. 

 Likewise, God has created a community of generosity in this place. People at St. Paul’s are 

responding with generosity and grace to this opportunity to prepare our church for a third century of 

ministry. I have no doubt we will see each of our members making a generous contribution for the 

future of St. Paul’s. That’s because St. Paul’s is a place of generosity.  

 We give generously because we see the power of God’s love working through the people and 

ministries of St. Paul’s. We give generously because we see St. Paul’s is in a unique position to serve 

people in need, to partner with arts organizations and to be a place of hospitality and prayer for all 

people. We give generously because God has given so generously to us. 

 

 


