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Welcome, Thomas, Doubts and All
Carol James
(singing while Father O’Malley accompanies at the piano)
Your laughter is a melody
That I’ll remember long:
It plays upon my heartstrings,
It’s my favorite song.
All through a lifetime,
I’ll be loving you and then
On the day after forever
I’ll just begin again.
—Well, what do you think?
(from the 1944 film Going My Way)
Like many secular love songs, “The Day
After Forever”1 works just as well if
reimagined as a sacred love song. I like to
think of God singing this one to us. It’s
our laughter that plays upon God’s
heartstrings; our laughter is God’s favorite
song, just as my own children’s laughter
delights my heart. God loves us all
through a lifetime, and beyond.
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“The Day After Forever” was written by
Jimmy Van Heusen (music) and Johnny Burke
(lyrics). Their song “Swinging on a Star,”
from the same film, won an Academy Award.
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That’s what I believe and teach,
anyway. But our tradition is quite deeply
conflicted about this; traditionally, we
have also taught that God hates us, and
God is violently angry with us, all through
a lifetime, and beyond.
Consider, for example, the early
Congregational
minister
Jonathan
Edwards. His church in Northampton,
Massachusetts was the site of some of the
earliest of the strikingly intense revivals of
the early 1730s. In 1741 he preached his
most famous jeremiad, “Sinners in the
Hands of an Angry God.” Here are some
of his words:
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The God that holds you over the Pit of
Hell, much as one holds a Spider, or
some loathsome Insect, over the Fire,
abhors you, and is dreadfully
provoked: his Wrath towards you
burns like Fire; he looks upon you as
worthy of nothing else, but to be cast
into the Fire; he is of purer Eyes than
to bear to have you in his Sight; you
are ten thousand Times so abominable
in his Eyes as the most hateful
venomous Serpent is in ours. You
have offended him infinitely more than
ever a stubborn Rebel did his Prince;
and yet ’tis nothing but his Hand that
holds you from falling into the Fire
every Moment: ’Tis to be ascribed to
nothing else, that you did not go to
Hell the last Night; that you was
suffer’d to awake again in this World,
after you closed your Eyes to sleep:
and there is no other Reason to be
given why you have not dropped into
Hell since you arose in the Morning,
but that God’s Hand has held you up:
There is no other Reason to be given
why you han’t gone to Hell since you
have sat here in the House of God,
provoking his pure Eyes by your sinful
wicked Manner of attending his
solemn Worship: Yea, there is nothing
else that is to be given as a Reason
why you don’t this very Moment drop
down into Hell.2

This, if you like, is God’s love: the
“love” of a distant, angry, and abusive
parent. Daddy avoids you, despises you,
yells at you, hits you; but you know he
loves you because he brings home the
bacon and because he has, so far, refrained
from killing you.
Where could such an unlovely image
have come from?
The Gods Must Be Angry
This understanding of God didn’t originate
with Jonathan Edwards, of course; it has
been part of our faith tradition from the
beginning.
It is a major theme of
scripture. It’s not an understanding that
dominates everywhere in scripture; there
are plenty of places where “the LORD is
gracious and merciful, slow to anger and
abounding in steadfast love.”3 But many
of our faith ancestors believed that God
was frequently violent, angry, and
arbitrary.
I guess that this was, in part, the
primitive understanding of a pre-scientific
people, a people who had no explanation
for their troubles other than to posit an
angry and an arbitrary god.
They
experienced floods, and told a story about
the god’s angry regret over having created
everyone—everyone but Noah.
They
experienced fires, and told a story about
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
Pilgrims to Martin Luther King Jr., Michael
Warner, ed. (New York: Literary Classics of
the United States, 1999), 356-7.
3
Psalm 145:8. But even there we have anger
as a threat; in this psalm God is still seen as an
explosive, only with a long fuse.

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2

Jonathan Edwards, “Sinners in the Hands of
an Angry God”, in American Sermons: The
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the god’s angry destruction of the sinful
cities of Sodom and Gomorrah. They
experienced plagues, and told the story
about the god’s persuasive epidemics
against the Egyptian Pharaoh opposing
Moses. They experienced success in
battle, and told a story of the god’s
blasting his chosen people’s enemies.
They experienced defeat in battle, and told
the story of the god withdrawing his
protection to punish his people for their
unfaithful and idolatrous behavior. They
experienced the arbitrariness of fortune,
and told the story of an arbitrary god: “I
have loved Jacob but I have hated Esau.”4
“So then he has mercy on whomever he
chooses, and he hardens the heart of
whomever he chooses.”5
For my part, I don’t believe that God
causes flood, fire, or illness, and I don’t
believe that God either grants or withholds
victory in warfare. So I don’t find these
scriptural portrayals of God as angry and
violent at all convincing. Responding to
the erupting volcano by saying that the
gods must be angry is a mistake made in
many faith traditions, all around the world.
It is no less a mistake when made by our
own faith ancestors.
God’s Retributive Justice
But there’s another and more convincing
part of the picture of God as an angry and
violent being, and it has to do with justice.
Here, God’s anger is seen as righteous
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Malachi 1:2-3
5
Romans 9:18

anger, and God’s violence is understood as
rebalancing the scales of justice.
Many of our faith ancestors asked the
justice question. Here’s how the prophet
Jeremiah put it:
You will be in the right, O LORD,
when I lay charges against you; but let
me put my case to you. Why does the
way of the guilty prosper? Why do all
who are treacherous thrive?6
They believed that God rewards and
punishes, and they believed that God is
just. So what’s the holdup—why isn’t
God rewarding the good and punishing the
wicked? Their answer was, just wait: God
will. In the end, God’s anger against the
wicked will overflow, and justice will be
violently restored. (Jeremiah, like most
Old Testament writers, saw this violent
restoration of justice as happening in this
life; later writers saw this as happening in
a final judgment after death.)
I sympathize with our faith ancestors
here. The things human beings have done
and still do to one another and to all
creation are so repugnant, so manifestly
out of harmony with God’s great song,
that it’s just hard to imagine God not being
angry, angry enough to lash out. And yet,
Jesus taught something quite different
about God.
Hit-Back-Harder
My wife and I love movies, and we see a
lot of them. We’re not very discriminating
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Jeremiah 12:1
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about it: when our precious date night
rolls around, we go see whatever is
playing downtown, and we usually enjoy
it. We try to enter into the spirit of the
thing, and enjoy the experience
uncritically. And even if the movie is
disappointing, the popcorn is almost
always good.
In this way, I’ve seen many recent
action-adventure films. But even as I try
to enjoy such movies these days, I feel
increasingly impatient with them. These
movies often have the same basic
structure. Evil enemies imperil us with
great violence; heroic figures use greater
violence to defeat them. The world is
divided into good guys and bad guys—
black hats who are obviously flawed, ugly
and evil, and white hats who are obviously
heroic and good. In these storied worlds,
our happiness, our prosperity, our very
existence, are made possible only because
when we’re hit, we hit back harder.
Christian theologian Walter Wink
calls this “the myth of redemptive
violence.”7 One thing wrong with the
myth of redemptive violence is that the
world is not really divided into good guys
and bad guys. Life would be so much
simpler if it were! If we could just
separate humanity into good guys and bad
guys, then (depending on your inclination)
we could rehabilitate the bad guys, or
humanely imprison them, or just shoot

’em. And while we’re on the subject, it
would be nice if we could divide the wise
people from the foolish people; then we
could set up our government so that the
wise people have all the power. And
wouldn’t it be nice to divide books into
those that are completely true and those
that are completely false? Then you could
just believe everything in the former
(including this book, of course!), and not
waste your time even reading the latter.
Unfortunately, it doesn’t work that
way. We all have in us both good and
evil. I’m not a big fan of the whole idea of
original sin, but it does have this truth in
it: it’s one way our faith ancestors
represented the basic insight that we all
fall short of the perfect harmony into
which God calls us. The dividing line
between good and evil does not separate
the world into good guys and bad guys; as
Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn observed, it cuts
through the heart of every human being.
Another and deeper problem with the
myth of redemptive violence is that hitback-harder is not always the best way to
respond to an attack. Now, I am not really
a pacifist, at least not on the personal
level; I have trained for years in a martial
art, and there are certainly situations where
I would use my training to defend myself,
or to defend someone who can’t defend
themselves. We practice this in many
ways: over and over, it’s block, and return
the attack. Yet striking back is not
always, not even usually, the best response
to an attack. A world where everyone is
conditioned to hit back harder is a world
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See, for example, Walter Wink, The Powers
That Be: Theology for a New Millenium (New
York: Doubleday, 1998).
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where violence will inevitably spiral out of
control.
Which is, of course, the world we are
living in now, because our culture is
suffused with the myth of redemptive
violence. It informs our movies, video
games, and books. It influences how we
report the news, and therefore how we see
the world, and therefore how we act in the
world, both individually and as a nation.
When we are hit, we hit back harder; that’s
how the story goes, the primal story,
drummed into our ears since childhood.
The Countercultural Hen
In that respect, our world isn’t that
different from Jesus’ world, the world of
first-century Palestine. Jesus too lived in a
hit-back-harder world. He lived in a land
occupied by an efficient and ruthless
military empire. He was surrounded by
hit-back-harder people.
There were
zealots, those rebels who wanted to hit
back against the occupying forces; there
were collaborators like Herod, who
benefitted from the occupation and hit
back against any threat to the status quo;
there were the Romans themselves, who
were ready to deal with any insurrection
by responding with overwhelming force.
That was Jesus’ culture, as it is ours.
But Jesus was a sharply counter-cultural
figure. For example, the Gospel of Luke
tells a story about how some Pharisees
came to warn Jesus, “Get away from here,
for Herod wants to kill you.”8 What’s
Jesus’ response? If this were one of my
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Luke 13:31

date-night movies, I could write the
dialogue: Jesus would look at the camera
and say, Tell Herod to bring it—he’s goin’
down! Or maybe Jesus would stare off
into the distance and say, I’m Herod’s
reckoning, here to end the borrowed time
he’s been living on.9
But no: Jesus does not respond to
threats with threats. Jesus knows that
people will try to kill him in Jerusalem; he
knows he won’t hit back harder; he knows
he won’t let his people hit back harder; yet
he sends this message to Herod, that he
means to go there anyway.
And in that same story, though he
refers to Herod as “that fox,” he uses a
very counter-cultural metaphor for
himself: a mother hen. That doesn’t fit
with the myth of redemptive violence at
all. He characterizes himself not as a
warrior, not as a lion, not as a bird of prey,
but as a mother hen: ready to die for her
brood, maybe, but not to kill. Imagine a
politician today comparing himself or
herself to a mother hen; why, we won’t
even be able to put you in the primaries.10
So it was for Jesus; this metaphor didn’t
win him any points with the crowd.
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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I borrowed that line from the character Bane
in the 2012 Batman movie, The Dark Knight
Rises. Or at least, I think I did: that
character’s elaborate mask annoyingly
prevented me from understanding much of
what he said.
10
I borrowed that line from the character
Charlie Halloran, the political adviser of Judge
Harper in the 1947 film Miracle on 34th Street.
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Throughout the gospels, Jesus uses
many other counter-cultural metaphors for
himself: not a rich person’s delicacy, but
simply the “bread of life”;11 not an animal
at all but a plant, a “true vine”;12 not a
warrior, but a “good shepherd,”13 “meek
and lowly in heart,”14 and “one who
serves.”15 The way of Jesus stands in
sharp contrast to the way of hit-backharder. Jesus knew that hit-back-harder
often just produces cycles of escalating
violence. It’s a response to violence that
often fails to change things.
Whenever I touch on this lesson in my
preaching and teaching, I try to be very
careful, because it can so easily be
misunderstood.
Maybe, dear reader,
you’ve sometimes been a punching bag for
someone else.
Maybe you’ve been
trapped in an abusive relationship. If so, I
hope you are not thinking that the way of
Jesus requires you to just go on being a
victim! We are all called to love our
enemies, and to pray for those who harm
us, but that doesn’t mean letting them
walk all over us, day after day. Situations
like that need to be changed.
In fact, change—redemption—is what
it’s all about. We are called to redeem evil
situations, to change them in a way that
brings the world closer to the harmony of
God. I wish I could give you a simple
trick to bring good out of any evil

situation, but there just isn’t one. Just as
people are not simply good guys or bad
guys, so evil situations cannot all be
unlocked by the same simple key.
Sometimes you have to stand up to an
attack; sometimes it’s better to run away.
Sometimes you have to handle these
things yourself; sometimes it’s better to
have friends to help you. Sometimes,
when our creativity and vision fail us,
even that old favorite, hit-back-harder,
may be the best we can do. But always,
the question to ask yourself is, What (if
anything) can I do to change the evil in
this situation?
Two thousand years later, this is still a
strange and counter-cultural idea. It’s a
teaching of Jesus that will never make it to
box-office success at the movies. Jesus
taught us that sometimes, the best way to
change a cycle of violence is to absorb it:
not to block the attack, not to return the
attack, but simply to take the blow and let
it go. Jesus showed us that sometimes, the
best thing to be is the mother hen, even
though you know the fox is coming.
I think that Jesus, both in word and in
action, tells us something important about
what God is like. God is not like an action
hero who, when his anger at injustice boils
over, lashes out and hits back harder. God
calls all the world into harmony, and God
has far more creative ways to help us
change, to help us restore harmony, than
human-style anger and revenge, meted out
according to human-style measures of
justice.
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An Unbiblical Assertion
By choosing my texts carefully, and
especially by choosing from among our
stories about the life and teachings of
Jesus, I could perhaps make it appear that
the God of the Bible is not vengeful but
forgiving, not violent but nurturing, not
angry but patient, never hating, always
loving. But that would be dishonest.
Taking the Bible as a whole, I think
we have to admit that a majority of its
voices speak for an angry and violent God.
The most we can honestly say is that there
are some dissenting voices, particularly
among the stories of the gospels. But we
certainly cannot say that these dissenting
voices are a majority, or even that they
have the last word. The last book of the
Bible to be written was probably the
Second Epistle of Peter, composed
sometime between 120 and 150 A.D. In
this short letter we see that the image of
God as angry and violent was as strong as
ever in the second-century church:
For if God did not spare the angels
when they sinned, but cast them into
hell and committed them to chains of
deepest darkness to be kept until the
judgment; and if he did not spare the
ancient world, even though he saved
Noah, a herald of righteousness, with
seven others, when he brought a flood
on a world of the ungodly; and if by
turning the cities of Sodom and
Gomorrah to ashes he condemned
them to extinction and made them an
example of what is coming to the
ungodly; and if he rescued Lot, a

righteous man greatly distressed by the
licentiousness of the lawless (for that
righteous man, living among them day
after day, was tormented in his
righteous soul by their lawless deeds
that he saw and heard), then the Lord
knows how to rescue the godly from
trial, and to keep the unrighteous under
punishment until the day of
judgment—especially those who
indulge their flesh in depraved lust,
and who despise authority.16
In short, I think we have to admit that the
image of God as angry and violent is quite
biblical.
Luckily, as I explained back in the
first chapter, I am not in the theological
camp of those who equate biblical with
correct—and if you’ve made it this far in
my book then I guess that you, dear
reader, aren’t either. Whether biblical or
not, I reject this understanding of God.
Count me with those dissenting voices.
The idea of God as a violent and angry
guy in the sky—a tyrant with a fondness
for sacrificial killings—a curmudgeon still
holding a grudge about that apple—a
vengeful judge, ruthlessly condemning
people to everlasting torment for their
inevitable sins—is one of the big mistakes
of our faith ancestors.
I think we need to repudiate this error.
It’s a deeply ingrained error, so the
repudiating is going to take a lot of work.
In this chapter I offer a little contribution
toward that effort: a hymn, “Welcome,
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Thomas, Doubts and All,” that celebrates
God’s forgiving love.

them. Although the doors were shut,
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
said to him, “Have you believed
because you have seen me? Blessed
are those who have not seen and yet
have come to believe.”17

Thomas’ Doubts
The first verse reflects on the character of
Thomas the Twin—Doubting Thomas—in
the story from the Gospel of John. Here’s
the story:
When it was evening on that day, the
first day of the week, and the doors of
the house where the disciples had met
were locked for fear of the Jews, Jesus
came and stood among them and said,
“Peace be with you.” After he said
this, he showed them his hands and his
side. Then the disciples rejoiced when
they saw the Lord. Jesus said to them
again, “Peace be with you. As the
Father has sent me, so I send you.”
When he had said this, he breathed on
them and said to them, “Receive the
Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of
any, they are forgiven them; if you
retain the sins of any, they are
retained.”

Throughout my life, the sermons I’ve
heard on this text have always treated
Thomas as an example of inadequate faith.
These sermons emphasized Jesus’ final
words in the story as if they were a
reprimand: “Blessed are those who have
not seen and yet have come to believe—
unlike you, Thomas, you loser!” And I
suppose it’s fair to read Jesus’ final words
here as a bit of a challenge to Thomas.
But I don’t think it’s correct, or helpful, to
read this passage primarily as a reprimand.
The major note struck by Jesus in this
story is not one of reprimand, but one of
loving acceptance. Jesus accepts Thomas
for who he is, and for what he is: a person
with doubts, like me.
Thomas the disciple is a stubborn
doubter in this story. He 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.”
His friends, the other disciples, are

But Thomas (who was called the
Twin), one of the twelve, was not with
them when Jesus came. So the other
disciples told him, “We have seen the
Lord.” But he said to them, “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.”
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A week later his disciples were again
in the house, and Thomas was with
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John 20:19-29
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convinced, but Thomas isn’t buying it. He
thinks, maybe they’ve been deceived.
Maybe it was Jesus’ ghost that they saw.
Or maybe they’re all playing some kind of
trick on him. Whatever’s going on, he
isn’t going to fall for it.
To me, the most beautiful thing about
this story is that Jesus does not exclude
Thomas because of his doubts. Jesus does
not say, Thomas, you loser, you didn’t
believe when you had the chance—I’m not
having anything more to do with you. The
story says that Jesus came and stood
among them and said, “Peace be with
you.” He did not say, All those who are
free from doubts, take one step forward
and receive my peace—not so fast,
Thomas!
Well, of course: that wouldn’t be like
Jesus at all. In the first place, Jesus never
excluded people—not even people who
had done wrong, and certainly not people
who just believed wrong. And in the
second place, Jesus was never particularly
interested in what people believed. We
have no stories that show Jesus
questioning people in detail about the
belief content of their faith—grilling his
disciples on their catechisms—insisting on
religious orthodoxy and uniformity.
Apparently, Jesus just wasn’t interested in
such things. Or, at least, Jesus was far
more interested in how we treat one
another. Jesus told us to love one another,
love our neighbors as ourselves, feed the
hungry, welcome the stranger, care for the
sick, visit the prisoner. That’s the kind of
thing Jesus really cared about.
And so Jesus welcomed Thomas with
all his doubts, and Jesus gave Thomas the

proof Thomas needed. What was that
proof?
I’m not sure.
But there’s
something really interesting about the
story here: it doesn’t actually show
Thomas touching Jesus’ wounds. Here’s
that part again:
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!”
It’s possible that the gospel writer is just
being discreet here, and we’re supposed to
imagine that Thomas snapped on a latex
glove and probed Jesus’ wound before
saying, “My Lord and my God!” But that
isn’t what the text says. When I read this
story, it seems to me that Thomas is
convinced by something other than his
physical sense of touch. Perhaps it’s just
this: that Jesus has welcomed him, blessed
him, and offered to help him, in exactly
the way he needed, in spite of his doubts.
There’s only one person Thomas has ever
known who welcomes us all in just that
way. And so Thomas has this sudden
surge of understanding: this person—this
amazingly understanding and welcoming
person—this must really be Jesus!
Jesus’ signature move is to welcome
us, in spite of our doubts. No, that’s not
quite right: not in spite of our doubts.
Jesus welcomes us, doubts and all. That
welcome is the first verse of the hymn:
Welcome, Thomas, doubts and all!
Peace be with you in this hall!
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Cautious thinker, you concluded
All your friends were so deluded!
Resolutely undecided,
Did you fear you would be chided
For your stubborn skeptic soul?
Welcome Thomas, be made whole!

or (equivalently) of demonic influence.
Even outside of church, activities that
inclined to laughter, such as card-playing,
dancing, and drinking, were often
forbidden. God frowned on such things.
Basically, God frowned on us.
There’s an odd little story about
inappropriate laughter in Genesis.
It
concerns Sarah, the matriarch, the wife of
Abraham. Here’s the story:

Would that our churches could extend this
same welcome to doubters! Indeed, we
must figure out how to do so, because, as
I’ve already argued, skeptics are the
growth demographic. If we welcome only
those convinced, we welcome a
vanishingly small subset of God’s beloved
children.

They said to him, “Where is your wife
Sarah?” And he said, “There, in the
tent.” Then one said, “I will surely
return to you in due season, and your
wife Sarah shall have a son.” And
Sarah was listening at the tent entrance
behind him. Now Abraham and Sarah
were old, advanced in age; it had
ceased to be with Sarah after the
manner of women. So Sarah laughed
to herself, saying, “After I have grown
old, and my husband is old, shall I
have pleasure?” The LORD said to
Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh, and
say, ‘Shall I indeed bear a child, now
that I am old?’ Is anything too
wonderful for the LORD? At the set
time I will return to you, in due season,
and Sarah shall have a son.” But Sarah
denied, saying, “I did not laugh”; for
she was afraid. He said, “Oh yes, you
did laugh.”18

Sarah’s Laughter
Given the joyful and surprising nature of
God, you’d think there would be more
laughter, more of God’s favorite song, in
church. But our history works against us
there.
My denomination, the United Church
of Christ, inherits part of its tradition from
the early Congregational churches in the
United States—and through them, from
the New England Puritans and the
Plymouth Colony Pilgrims.
We are,
broadly speaking, among the Reformed
traditions, faith descendants of Calvin.
Consequently, and despite our best efforts
to change it, we inherit a sense that
laughter and religion just don’t mix. For
many of our faith ancestors, to go to
church was to enter with guilt into the
courtroom of God; to laugh there would
earn you, at the very least, a thump from
the brass end of the church-stick. To
some, it might even be proof of insanity,

Oh yes, she did laugh—and why not?
If she doubted the message, who would
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blame her? Or who would blame her if
she just found the whole situation rather
funny?
Welcome, Sarah, never fear!
Laughter too is welcome here!
You were quick, but God was quicker
When you tried to hide your snicker,
Gag your giggle, choke your chortle,
In the face of the Immortal.
Did you fear you’d made a gaffe?
Welcome Sarah, free to laugh!
I think that God loves us, doubts and all,
laughter and all. And I think this is borne
out in the tale. God doesn’t fry Sarah with
lightning because she failed to gag her
giggle. In fact, there’s no real reprimand
here at all—not even so much as a Jesusstyle challenge: Blessed are those who
have heard miraculous tidings, and not
laughed.
Would that our churches could
welcome such laughter! In most churches
I’ve visited, there’s a bit more laughter
than in the old days: people laugh before
and after the service, and the preacher may
work some humor into the sermon. But
there’s still a sense that the heart of the
Sunday-morning experience is very
serious. These little moments of laughter
are made available as a kind of temporary
relief; they are the spoonful of sugar that
helps the medicine go down.
It’s hard to know how to make more
room for Sarah’s snicker. Because, after
all, encountering God is sometimes a very
serious business. I wouldn’t want the
church service to turn into a comedy
routine. And you can’t very well require

God to show up and surprise a laugh out of
us at 10:00 every Sunday morning. Yet I
believe that God has a sense of humor—I
think that our sense of humor is part of the
image of God in us. And when God does
surprise us with a punch line, surely our
laughter is welcome then.
Part of the answer, I think, is to firmly
repudiate that image of God as angry and
violent. Our reluctance to laugh in church
stems in part from the old fear. If we see
God as a violent judge with a hair-trigger
temper, we fear to laugh; we don’t want to
set him off by showing inadequate respect.
It might also help if we read scripture
in a greater variety of dramatic styles. The
reverential intoning that is the rule in so
many churches doesn’t suit the funny parts
of scripture at all. It doesn’t suit the
parables of Jesus, for example. And the
Book of Jonah should always be read (or,
better yet, acted out) by someone with
good comic timing. It’s supposed to be
funny.
Which brings me to the next verse of
the hymn.
Call Stories
I left my career as a professor of computer
science to attend my seminary in 2007. It
was a strange experience in many ways.
In status, it was a big step down: I went
from being Professor Doctor Webber, with
an office and a grant and students working
for me, to being just another bewildered
divinity student on a strange campus.
Economically, too, it was a big step down:
I went from having a paycheck and
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benefits and job security to signing my
family up for Medicaid.
There was also a marked cultural shift
involved in moving from the sciences to a
school of religion. For one thing, the other
people in my entering class seemed to
know
all
about
themselves,
psychologically speaking. They knew
their Meyers-Briggs personality profiles—
Oh, that’s just like me, you know: I’m an
INTJ.
They knew their Eneagram
numbers, and they guessed mine—You’re
listening very quietly, Adam. I bet you’re
a five! In computer science, by contrast,
no one cares about your personality: if
you’re producing research and not actually
foaming at the mouth, you pass.
And then there was all that talking, all
that sharing. Students were expected not
only to study, but also to share stories,
deeply personal stories, with each other.
This is not something you usually
encounter in the sciences, where life is so
much more compartmentalized. I think I
was eight years a professor before ever I
saw anyone in tears in my department; in
my seminary, it took about eight hours
before total strangers were crying on each
other’s shoulders.
Many of the stories we shared in the
first few weeks centered on the (to us)
fascinating question of what brought us
there in the first place. Again, this is not a
common discussion in the sciences, where
aptitude and ambition are generally
accepted as default explanations for
pursuing a scientific career. But ministry
is, for almost everyone, an obvious career
blunder; I suppose that’s why people

usually feel that some kind of special
explanation is in order. We call these
explanations “call stories.” In my first
weeks in the seminary, we told each other
the stories of our various experiences of
being called to ministry.
I should say here that my seminary,
the Earlham School of Religion, is rooted
in the Quaker tradition. As such, it has an
unusually broad understanding of ministry.
Ministry might mean a conventional
pastoral ministry, but it might mean
something quite different: a traveling
ministry in the old Quaker style, or a
ministry of writing, or a ministry of
leading workshops and retreats, or a
ministry of peace and justice work, or
maybe just some new kind of ministry that
the student is inspired to pursue. In
general, though, in the Quaker seminary as
in every other seminary, ministry almost
always means some work in the service of
God that doesn’t come with very much of
a paycheck.19 Hence the fascination of all
those call stories: in the face of all reason,
what brings you here?
My call story, in brief, is that I spent
quite a few years trying to escape my fate,
ignoring all kinds of perfectly plain
evidence of a religious calling. While
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And now, a shameless plug: of all the
different schools at which I’ve studied or
taught, the Earlham School of Religion is the
closest to my ideal. If I ever win the lottery,
I’m going to endow a chair or something for
them. If you’re considering seminary study,
and if you’ve already tried and failed to talk
yourself out of it, take a look at ESR.
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pursuing my career as a professor, I wrote
religious music and poetry. I helped to
start a church. I served as its volunteer
organist, composer, lay preacher, teacher,
webmaster, and dogsbody. I wrote and
performed religious music on college
campuses. I preached and played and sang
in college chapel services. Once, after one
of these services, a student came up to me
and said, “That was amazing! What
department do you teach in? I want to
take all your classes.” And I had to say
thank you, and it’s the computer science
department, and you really don’t want to
take all my classes, because they’re not
actually this much fun. And still I tried to
stick to my old career and ignore my
calling.
It turns out that the experience of
spending a long time trying to evade a
clear ministry calling before finally giving
in is quite common.
Many of my
classmates had similar “hound of heaven”
call stories. They did their best to outrun
their call, but it tracked them down in the
end. Just like Jonah.
Jonah’s Flight
The Book of Jonah is the story of a man
trying to flee from the prophetic task God
has called him to do. It begins:
Now the word of the LORD came to
Jonah son of Amittai, saying, “Go at
once to Nineveh, that great city, and
cry out against it; for their wickedness
has come up before me.” But Jonah
set out to flee to Tarshish from the
presence of the LORD. He went down
to Joppa and found a ship going to

Tarshish; so he paid his fare and went
on board, to go with them to Tarshish,
away from the presence of the
LORD.20
Then the ship is endangered by a great
storm, and Jonah tells the mariners that the
storm is a sign of God’s anger against him.
He tells them to save themselves by
throwing him into the sea, which at last
they do. But God doesn’t let him die:
But the LORD provided a large fish to
swallow up Jonah; and Jonah was in
the belly of the fish three days and
three nights. Then Jonah prayed to the
LORD his God from the belly of the
fish.”21
At God’s command, the fish coughs
Jonah up onto dry land—and then the
hound of heaven continues the pursuit:
The word of the LORD came to Jonah
a second time, saying, “Get up, go to
Nineveh, that great city, and proclaim
to it the message that I tell you.”22
So Jonah finally gives in—wouldn’t
you? He goes to Nineveh and gives them
the message: God is going to destroy them
for their sinful ways. Apparently, his
preaching is successful, because the
people repent.
But that’s not the end—it’s the
beginning of the funniest part of this
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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Jonah 1:1-3
Jonah 1:17-2:1
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Jonah 3:1-2
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comic masterpiece. When the people
repent, God changes his mind, and this act
of forbearance makes Jonah furious. He
kvetches beautifully about it:

inadequacy; this is training in humility,
which turns out to be not a groveling
but a quite cheerful humility.23
Jonah’s is the original hound-ofheaven call story. He is like a petulant and
self-absorbed teenager: he runs from God,
hides from God, gets angry with God,
complains to God. He’d rather see the
people of Nineveh wiped out than have his
own prophetic record spoiled. He pouts
and splutters, seemingly unaware that he is
protected by the very parental qualities he
finds so irritating in God—“for I knew that
you are a gracious God and merciful, slow
to anger, and abounding in steadfast love,
and ready to relent from punishing.”
The story of Jonah is a warning to
ministers, and at the same time a comfort.
Although Jonah is not an impressive figure
of a prophet, God is patient with him
anyway. God loves us, in spite of our
flaws. No, I got that wrong again: it’s not
just that God loves us in spite of our flaws.
Say rather that God loves us, flaws and all.

He prayed to the LORD and said, “O
LORD! Is not this what I said while I
was still in my own country? That is
why I fled to Tarshish at the
beginning; for I knew that you are a
gracious God and merciful, slow to
anger, and abounding in steadfast love,
and ready to relent from punishing.
And now, O LORD, please take my
life from me, for it is better for me to
die than to live.”
I have never heard anyone laugh at a
reading from the Book of Jonah in church.
That’s too bad. Jonah was intended to be
a funny story, and I think it still is a funny
story. If no one laughs when it is read in
church, that’s an important clue: there’s
something wrong about the way we read
these things in church.
I had the whole Book of Jonah read at
my ordination. (No one laughed then
either.) I chose Jonah because he is an
ironic and cautionary example for
ministers. Eugene Peterson writes about
this:

Welcome, Jonah, home at last,
All your trials and troubles past!
When you fled from your vocation,
When that friendly old cetacean
Coughed you up and set you straighter
On the path to your Creator,
Did you fear God’s love would cease?

The first movement in the story shows
Jonah disobedient; the second shows
him obedient. Both times Jonah fails.
We never do see a successful Jonah.
He never gets it right. I find this rather
comforting. Jonah is not a model to
live up to, a model that shows up my
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Eugene H. Peterson, Under the
Unpredictable Plant: An Exploration in
Vocational Holiness (Grand Rapids,
Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.,
1992), 11.
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Welcome Jonah, be at peace!
God the Good Parent
Jesus spoke of God as his abba—an
Aramaic word that means father, but with
some of the familiar overtones of papa or
daddy.24 I think that’s a credit to Joseph—
Joseph must have been a good father to
Jesus, if Jesus could see him as a metaphor
for God. I’ve been lucky in the same way:
my own father, God bless him, makes a
pretty good metaphor for God too. But
many are not so fortunate. For those
whose fathers are distant, or abusive, or
just absent, all our language about God the
Father sometimes just serves to drive them
away from church. It may even reinforce
the idea of God as angry and violent.
When I lead worship, I try not to use
that God-the-Father language too often. I
try to balance it with other metaphors,
including language that refers to God as
our Mother. But of course, this too is an
inadequate image; as God is neither male
nor female, so also God is not precisely
parental. But I’m drawn to the image of
God as a good parent now, because it
helps me begin to understand God’s love
for us.
For I am a parent, and I love my
children. I love to hear them laughing
together. (It’s my favorite song.) I
cherish their different strengths. I delight
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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The use of “Abba” in prayer is strongly
associated with Jesus in the tradition. See
Matthew 14:36 and also, indirectly, Galatians
4:6 and Romans 8:15.

in their creativity, their compassion, their
delightfully quirky senses of humor. I
love watching them grow, like plants from
mysterious seed, putting out unexpected
blossoms. I love everything about them—
yes, even the mistakes that they make. I
wish, of course, that I could spare them the
pain of learning from mistakes, but I
cannot; and they do learn, and grow, and
the mistakes they make are unique
expressions of their beautiful selves.
And that gives me a place to begin to
understand how God accepts and loves all
of us. I cannot find as much biblical
support for this, as for the image of God as
angry and violent. But I too am a prophet,
in my own postmodern way, and I too
have an experience of God to share with
you. And here’s what I know:
God loves you. If you have no
doubts, God loves your simple faith. If
you have doubts, God loves your inquiring
mind. If you voice your doubts honestly,
God loves your integrity. If you laugh at
something God says or does, God loves
your sense of humor. If you run away
from God, God loves you from a distance,
and loves to follow you. If you rail in
anger at God, God loves your honesty. If
you fall into error, God tries to lead you
out of it, but God is not angry; God loves
you in your frailty. If you shake off your
error and try again, God loves your
persistence. Like a good parent, God
loves you.
Welcome, friends and neighbors all!
Though we stumble, trip, and fall,
Though our blundering be chronic,
Though our wisdom embryonic,
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What we see now dim and darkly25
One day soon will stand out starkly:
Children of the One are we!
Sister, brother, blessed be!
(Resource note: here follows the score for
the hymn “Welcome, Thomas, Doubts and
All.” Like all the scores in this book, it is
formatted for print, and won’t be
convenient to view with smaller e-readers.
A PDF file for printing can be downloaded
at adambrookswebber.com/hymns/. The
score may be freely copied for noncommercial use, under the license printed
on the score.)
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This borrows from 1 Corinthians 13:12:
“For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then
we will see face to face.”
!

Chapter Seven: Welcome, Thomas, Doubts and All 120

121 Chapter Seven: Welcome, Thomas, Doubts and All

!

