
Sermon: Thomas, doubt and the fear of missing out 

Today is traditionally called ‘Low’ Sunday in the Church’s year. There are a lot of reasons people 

have given for this name, but the simplest and perhaps most reasonable is that after the incredible 

highs of celebrating Easter and the resurrection of Jesus last week, we hit that low point of ‘So what 

happens next?’ 

And today’s gospel reading with the story of doubting Thomas can be seen as a real low. After the 

amazing experience of the resurrection comes a story of one of Jesus’ closest disciples doubting the 

reality of his resurrection. Today, I’m going to be looking at what some have called the shadow side 

of faith: the thorny topic of doubt. It is such a huge topic that I will only try and cover a few 

examples, linked to the story of Thomas. I apologise in advance that this is going to relate more to 

my own experiences of doubt, but I hope you can find some of what I share helpful for you, 

wherever you are on your own journey of doubt and faith. 

Last year, Wells Cathedral caused something of a controversy by installing a new temporary 

sculpture on its West Front, occupying an empty niche where once another figure, now lost, would 

have stood. Some people disliked the look of the sculpture, created by Sir Antony Gormley. But the 

biggest controversy seemed to be linked to the name it had been given: Doubt. Why have a 

sculpture called Doubt installed on the front of a cathedral?  Isn’t doubt an absence of faith and in 

complete opposition to what faith stands for? Many Christians through the ages have taken a 

different approach to doubt and argued it can sometimes be an aspect of faith, or at least a stage in 

developing and deepening faith. It doesn’t have to exist in opposition to it. This is what I will explore 

today in taking a couple of aspects of the gospel story of Thomas. 

Just before the events of our gospel reading, you can read about how Jesus appears before the 

disciples saying ‘Peace be with you’ and how they rejoice in seeing him, in receiving the Holy Spirit 

and his message about forgiving others their sins. You can imagine how poor Thomas must have felt, 

turning up soon afterwards to discover that he has entirely missed out. The disciples are keen to tell 

him ‘We have seen the Lord.’ His response to all this enthusiasm is very human. ‘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.’ 

I wonder if you’ve ever been waiting in a queue for a train or bus and stopped to look around at 

other people in the same situation. You might have noticed how many of them are endlessly flicking 

through their phones on Facebook, WhatsApp, TikTok or another social media platform, making sure 

they keep up to date on the news of what’s happening in their circle of friends. Or perhaps like me 

you suddenly realise you have been doing exactly the same thing for the last ten minutes! It’s great 

to be able to keep up with people’s news but it can lead to a condition called FOMO. I’m not sure if 

you’ve heard of it? It stands for the Fear Of Missing Out. It’s become quite a common condition 

referring to the feeling or perception that others are having more fun, living better lives, or 

experiencing better things than you are. Social media has accelerated the FOMO phenomenon in 

several ways. It provides a situation in which you are comparing your regular life to only 

the highlights of others' lives. 

During the time of the pandemic, a new acronym was created called ROMO, or the Reality of Missing 

Out. Millions of us discovered the pain of missing out on family holidays, of seeing loved ones and 

friends or struggling without work. Two weeks ago I experienced a little of this when I tested positive 

for Covid. It meant I stayed here in Reading whilst my close family met for their long anticipated and 

delayed reunion in the Highlands. But many people have suffered much worse. My colleague Adrian 



had an experience that many have shared during this time of Covid. He had been unable to visit his 

mother in a nursing home for over ten months and was eagerly planning to see her. But just a few 

days before his visit, she contracted Covid and died before he could say goodbye to her.  

For the disciple Thomas, he has had the worst possible experience of the Reality of Missing Out 

when he realises he has missed seeing the risen Jesus, the greatest event in human history. It’s 

perhaps understandable that he is so adamant in his expression of doubt as an emotional response 

to missing out.  

 

This fear of missing out can affect us on a spiritual level as well. When I was at University many years 

ago, I used to attend our Christian Union. It was at a time when almost all our outside speakers were 

enthusiastic that everyone present should experience the gift of speaking in tongues. I remember 

several evenings when I felt blessed to be a guitar player, as I could hide behind my instrument 

whilst those around me were slain in the spirit and falling down around me. I began though to doubt 

my faith. How could I be a complete Christian, if I couldn’t speak in tongues like so many others? 

Perhaps I wasn’t a good enough Christian to experience God’s gifts in this way? It is so easy isn’t it, 

to begin comparing ourselves to others around us and feel that our faith or our life doesn’t match up 

to theirs. I eventually left the Christian Union and spent a year visiting the chaplaincy and Anglican, 

Catholic and Baptist churches. It reassured me that people like me were experiencing faith and God’s 

love in many different ways. 

Jesus, of course, never compared one disciple to another but loved them for the unique people they 

were, often giving them nicknames like Peter (or the rock) or the Sons of Thunder. It might seem 

unfair to us that Thomas is given the nickname of Doubting Thomas (although do note that it’s the 

gospel writer and not Jesus who gives him this nickname). After all, many of the disciples could be 

called much worse names – like Judas the betrayer or Peter the denier. Most commentators say that 

Jesus appeared this time to Thomas to teach a lesson to all Christians about faith and doubt. There’s 

truth in that, but surely it was also simply because Jesus loved Thomas, one of his cherished disciples 

and wanted to show that he too was loved and would not miss out on meeting his risen Lord. 

It is perhaps surprising how many other mentions there are of doubt in the gospels. In Matthew 

28.17 it mentions how ‘When they saw him, they worshiped him, even though some of them 

doubted.’ Even some of those who had seen the risen Jesus doubted. And of course there is the 

story of the two disciples on the road to Emmaus, who seem to doubt the news they have heard of 

the resurrection. 

For many of us, there are times when doubt can seem like a dark shadow that is constantly there on 

our faith journey, ready to overwhelm us. And doubt can creep up on us at any moment, whether  

through a small event, or a devastating tragedy that we face. For me, it happened in my early 

twenties and took me almost ten years to come to terms with. When I left University, I was 

convinced God was calling me to the ordained ministry. I was really excited about this opportunity 

and it gave my life a real meaning and purpose. I was supported by the church and my family 

through all the process and at the tender age of 21 I attended the three day Church of England 

selection conference with fourteen other candidates. I was surprised and shocked to be turned 

down. I had no plan B in place. So after a couple of years of voluntary church work I trained as a 

teacher and drifted through that for seven years, half-heartedly trying again for ordained ministry 

without success. When my teaching career came to an end, I was left without a job and Sue and I 

had our small son David to care for. For those ten years, I lost faith more in myself than anything 

else. How could I have got it so wrong in thinking I had heard God’s calling for me in this way?  



With the value of hindsight and looking back over many years, I am really grateful for the amazing 

opportunities I have had in working alongside Christians across the world. But I still remember that 

feeling of being lost, not trusting either myself or God. What kept me going through it all was the 

love and compassion of my family, friends and our church in London. I felt held up and supported 

through that time by them all and I’m truly grateful for them. 

 

It’s interesting that in the gospel, in these very first days after Jesus’ resurrection, the disciples 

plainly express doubt, but they aren’t excluded from the faith community. It is a good lesson for all 

of us on how we can continue to welcome and include people wherever they are on their journey of 

faith. Allowing people to ‘belong’ in a full and meaningful way is more important than trying to insist 

they sign up to all of the Church doctrine. Expressing unsuppressed doubt shows people are trying to 

think through what it means for them. it’s a real gift and privilege for us as a church to provide them 

with the space and the care to work these out for themselves. There are perhaps too many churches 

where doubt is seen purely as destructive, rather than a way we can process and integrate doubt 

into our own lives and our own faith.  

I find it very heartening that it was Thomas’ honest doubt that helped him to grow in faith. If he had 

not been so honest, would he have met the risen Christ in the way he did? And would he then have 

been challenged to be the first of the disciples to publicly confess Jesus as his Lord and his God?  

It’s unclear what happened to Thomas after the events in the Bible. There is a strong Christian 

tradition that he became the most travelled of all the disciples, boldly going where no disciples had 

gone before. There are stories that he travelled to what is now modern day Iran, as well as to 

southern India, where some Christians still proudly call themselves the Saint Thomas Christians.  

I do pray, if you are going through a similar kind of doubt, that you feel you can find someone in this 

church or amongst other Christians you might know, with whom you can be honest and open. 

The English word for ‘belief’ is based on an older word ‘lief’, meaning love. Belief is to be loved and 

to be shaped by the one who loves us. What this means is that all of life and faith do not need to be 

pinned down and sorted out, but that we can believe and love even when doubts do exist. As Jesus 

calls us with love to step out and discover more, we find that it is through the honesty, the searching 

and the doubt that we are called to belief, to be loved. As we love and find that we are loved, then 

we are gradually shaped and changed by that love. 

Amen. 

 

 

 

With thanks for the wisdom in the book: You are loved: a short reflection on faith and doubt by the 

Revd. Canon Dr. Rob James of Wells Cathedral. 
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