“Take Off Your Blinders”
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John 20:19-31

There’s a saying you might have heard: if you always do what you’ve always done, you’ll always get what you always got.  In other words: don’t be surprised when your same old habits leave you with the same old junk.  It’s a very true statement when you think about it.  We tend to get stuck in our same old ruts, and we act surprised when what we want from our lives doesn’t change.

The idea works another way as well: if you only expect what what you’ve seen, you’ll never see anything different.  Creatures of habit that we are, we build our expectations of what we might see based on the things we’ve seen before.  We’re not particularly good at imagining the full range of possibilities, since we’re only really willing to see the things we’ve already seen.  And if you’re only looking for what you’ve already seen, odds are that you’re never going to see anything different.


We give Thomas such a hard time for this episode in today’s gospel – calling him Doubting Thomas, calling anyone who feels a little skeptical a doubting Thomas – because he had to see it to believe it, because he’d never seen anything like it.  It’s easy to point a finger at him, but he’s not the only one who only sees what he wants to.  

Listen to the beginning of the story again: the disciples are locked up in a house out of fear.  Fear?  What could they fear now that death itself had been destroyed?  After all, just that very morning, Peter and John had been to the empty tomb themselves.  Each and every one of the disciples had heard from Mary Magdalene how she had encountered the risen Lord face-to-face.  They each  had the joyous news that death was not the end, that Jesus’ promises were real, that their teacher was not dead but alive, that sin did not have the final say.  And what where they doing with it?  Hiding.  They’d locked themselves up in a room out of fear.  Their Lord was risen, and they went hiding away.  
Even better, a week later – after their Lord had appeared among them, wished them peace, given them the Holy Spirit and the power to forgive sins – they’re still hiding up in their little room.  They’ve had all the signs and appearances they could ask for, they’d seen and heard everything they could have possibly needed, and where were they?  Hiding behind closed doors.  A week later.  If there’s a better example of someone not being able to see the forest for the trees, I don’t know it: they couldn’t even fathom what they’d just seen; they were only too willing to get caught up in their own fear and stubbornness instead of letting Jesus’ resurrection change their lives completely.
And before we’re too hard on the disciples for not seeing the new world that the resurrection had created, let’s look at ourselves.  We’re not so very different from them, their fear, their unwillingness, their thick-skulled slowness.  How often do we live as if nothing has really changed?  How much time do we spend only looking for what we’ve already seen?  How much do we pout because we would have done it differently?
I heard a story the other day, about a little girl at a theme park.  She and her family were on a ride that simulates an African safari, complete with real live animals.  The cart is shaped like a huge jeep, with 30 people on it.  This little girl was so excited for the ride – she was practically shaking while everyone was getting on board.  As they took their trip through the safari, seeing real animals up close, the girl was giddy.  She kept announcing at the top of her lungs, “Look!  A lion!  WOW! A giraffe!  Over there!  A hippo!”  
She was vigorous, enthusiastic, and amazed at every turn.  When the trip was done and all the riders got off their jeep, she stepped off, arms crossed, face flushed, teeth grinding.  All she could say was, “Well, there weren’t any monkeys,” as she walked off in a huff.

After all those amazing animals, she didn’t see a monkey and somehow the trip is somehow ruined?  But really, are we so different?  Last Sunday, there was incredible music, praises and celebrations and so many people that we ran out of chairs – not seats, chairs.  We were filled with the incredible, life-saving news that Christ is risen, risen indeed!  We sang and rejoiced and then… what?  We walked away, living as if we hadn’t just heard something amazing.  We went on with our lives, thinking that maybe Jesus comes back from the dead, but what’s in it for me?  We walk away in a huff, arms crossed.  Like the disciples, we choose to be consumed by our fear and stay in the rut of our daily lives, never really seeing the miracles God works around us, never truly recognizing that Christ has risen, he has risen indeed.
It is time to take our blinders off and stop expecting only what we’ve seen before.  What kind of expectation do we have if we only hope for what we’ve already seen?  We boldly claim something amazing, something extraordinary, something so game-changing that the rules aren’t just changed, the entire game is blown apart.  Jesus Christ has come into our midst, paralyzed with fear and doubt though we may be, and filled us with the Holy Spirit.  We have received his peace.  Instead of crawling deeper into your shell, be bold and take off your blinders.  Allow yourself to see the world that is truly around you – one that is new ever day, created by God and redeemed by Christ and charged with the Spirit.  This is the reality of Easter.  This is the world you see if you only let God pry your eyes wide open.
After all, as John tells us at the end of today’s reading, “Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this book.  But these are written so that you may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah,  the Son of God, and that through believing you may have life in his name.”  If we leave our blinders on, we’ll never see those many signs; we’ll never have our eyes opened to the power of faith.  May you leave your blinders behind, always expecting the unexpected, never putting God in a box, trusting in Christ to do a new thing.
