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Thomas the Apostle (3rd July 2016) 

Habakkuk 2: 1- 4; John 20: 24 – 29 

 

Well, I have to say that I think today our choir have 

missed a trick!  There is a superb, epic anthem that is 

actually a setting of today’s Old Testament lesson, but 

unfortunately it’s not in our choir’s repertoire.  It’s a 

setting of the first two chapters of the Book of 

Habakkuk by Stanford.  Now, don’t make the mistake 

the Bridlington Free Press made.  That’s not Stan 

Ford, the son of Mrs Ford, who calls him Stanley – 

Stanley Ford, Stan Ford to his mates.  It’s Charles 

Villiers Stanford. 

 

The first verse we had read today, in the Revised 

Standard Version we use in the Priory says “I will take 

my stand to watch.”  But the anthem is a setting of the 

old, King James translation of the Bible that says “I 

stand upon my watch.”  And when I was a student, 

whenever we got to that line – “I stand upon my 

watch” – the tenors would mutter under their breath 

“Crunch” and pretend to be grinding their time pieces 

under foot!  I think it just says something about the 

mentality of tenors . . . 

 

Because, of course, obviously, it’s got nothing to do 

with crunching your watch into the ground. What it’s 

saying is:  in times of uncertainty, when it’s difficult to 

see what God’s plan could possibly be, keep faith, 

watch and wait.  And Habakkuk goes onto say “If it 

seem slow, wait for it; it will surely come.”  It’s a theme 

that runs through our New Testament lesson, as we 

celebrate the feast of Thomas the Apostle, when Jesus 

appears and sets aside Thomas’ previous doubt, but 

observes to Thomas that true blessedness is being able 

to keep the faith when, actually, there isn’t any real 

evidence for it.  It is faith that assists us to endure in 

times of uncertainty. 

 

And, my word!  What uncertain times we’re living 

through!  We have no effective government; and no 

effective opposition.  And our system depends on there 
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being both of them, no matter which party has a 

majority.  That’s why when I lead intercessions I often 

pray for Her Majesty the Queen, her ministers and 

those who serve in loyal opposition to them.  Instead, 

we have a Prime Minister who has made us vulnerable 

to the greatest constitutional crisis in nearly 80 years 

and who has walked away; a putative Prime Minister 

who has actually led us to the greatest constitutional 

crisis for 80 years, who has walked away; and a Leader 

of the Opposition who won’t walk way but is totally 

invisible anyway! 

 

If it wasn’t so serious it would all be enormously 

exciting.  I don’t think I’ve ever read as many 

newspaper articles and watched as much television 

commentaries as I have these last ten days.  And it’s 

already crossed my mind how wonderful it’s going to 

be to read in 20 or 30 years’ the books about it that 

will have been written with the benefit of historical 

perspective.  I’ve got my retirement days all planned 

out!  (Adriane just rolls her eyes in exasperation at 

me.) 

 

But of course, it is all desperately serious.  And our 

faith has a great deal to speak into it.  It gives us the 

resilience with which to endure.  Habakkuk faced the 

dilemma of how God could possibly allow the people of 

Judah to be overrun by the Babylonians.  Where could 

God be?  And the answer is that keeping on telling the 

story of how God has preserved people and enabled 

them to maintain their integrity and identity in times 

of the very greatest political - and military – challenge 

helps put political crises into perspective.  We gather, 

break open the eternal truths of scripture together and 

share bread and wine, and even the spectre of Michael 

Gove is put in its place. 

 

But, this does not mean that our faith allows us or 

encourages us to be fobbed off with religious 

platitudes.  It is not a question of retreating into a 

religious bubble and hoping that if we sing Shine Jesus 
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Shine with a fixed grin for long enough the world 

around us will simply go away.  Remember, that whilst 

Jesus did say to Thomas “Blessed are those who have 

not seen and yet believed,” it is to doubting Thomas, 

Thomas who was impatient for real, concrete evidence 

of the new life that the resurrection brings, it was to 

him that the writer of John’s Gospel reserves the role 

of making the ultimate recognition of the significance 

of Jesus:  “My Lord and my God,” he says.  It is he, 

Thomas, who finally completes the identification of 

Jesus that has been incrementally leaking out 

throughout John’s Gospel.  He actually identifies that 

Jesus is none other than God’s own self.  He is not only 

his Lord:  he is God. 

 

And if we take that on board, we realise that Jesus is 

not to be found inside a religious bubble:  he’s to be 

found in concrete human reality.  So, while our 

religious practice may equip us to endure the 

phenomenal political uncertainly we’re living through, 

it also propels us right out of our religious bubble to be 

engaged with it. 

 

Today’s readings encourage us to watch and wait for 

God; and they also encourage us to be impatient, like 

Thomas, and to agitate for some concrete evidence 

that the Kingdom of God really is at hand.  And the 

way that seeming contradiction is resolved is by 

recognising that waiting on God is not a passive sort of 

waiting.  Waiting on God is a dynamic, proactive sort 

of waiting. 

 

We wait on God by living in anticipation of the 

Kingdom of Heaven and seeking to shape our lives on 

the pattern of Jesus.  As our country, post-Brexit, 

becomes a more vicious and mean and ugly place, with 

marked increases in racism and hate crime, it is our 

Christian duty to challenge xenophobia and racism 

wherever we see it.  Whatever framework may emerge 

for our future relations with the rest of Europe, it is 

our Christian duty to ensure that we remain and open-
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minded, outward looking and inclusive people who 

celebrate diversity and embrace difference. 

 

It’s to our Christian duty to be engaged in the process.  

The next Prime Minister of this country will be chosen 

by members of the Tory party.  They have 120 000 

members.  That means that in a country of about 60 

million, the Prime Minister is going to be chosen by 

0.002 per cent of the population.  The Tory party and 

the Labour party between them have fewer than half a 

million members – that’s only 0.008 per cent.  Have 

you considered joining a political party, any political 

party? 

 

And then there’s the sort of community we gather to 

be as we identify ourselves as the Priory.  We have a 

ministry of welcome and hospitality.  The doors are 

open every day and everyone is welcome . . . except we 

need more people to volunteer to be Guardians to 

make that effective.  The Priory’s services are acts of 

public worship.  Everyone is welcome, to participate in 

the liturgy and also to encounter fellowship as we get 

to know each other and journey in faith together . . . 

except we’re struggling to form a team to provide a 

cuppa after the service on the 2nd Sunday in the 

month. 

 

Building the Kingdom of God isn’t rocket science.  All 

it requires of any of us is to be ourselves.  It begins 

with acts as simple as boiling some water and putting 

out a plate of biscuits.  And if we live like that as we 

stand upon our watch – crunch! – then we will have 

the assurance, we will be able to anticipate that “if it 

seem slow . . . it will surely come” - whatever the 

shambles at Westminster may subject us to. 

 

Amen. 

 


