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Sermon – May 1, 2011 

“Behind Closed Doors” 

Rev. Gwen Drake 
 

 

Scripture Reading:   John 20:19-29  

 

Prayer of Preparation: 

We give you thanks, O God, for ancient, living stories.  Through these stories, 

you nurture our imaginations, touch our feelings, increase our awareness, and 

challenge our assumptions.  Bless the words I speak and open our hearts to the 

power of your Spirit as we listen and take into our lives, your living word.  

Amen.  

 

    

 I am sure most of you first heard about Jesus when you were a child.  Some 

of you in church, in a Sunday School class, or if you didn‟t grow up in the 

church, you still know about Jesus because of Christmas and Easter and living in 

our western culture.  We all have some impression of Jesus, some idea of who he 

was and what he looked like.  Some of us have held onto our childhood image of 

Jesus—tightly.  For some, the childhood image of Jesus has become a problem, 

we have questions, we are skeptical, we are full of doubt.  And maybe this has 

become such a problem for some, it has led to indifference, maybe even rejection 

of the religion of their childhood.  Some have closed the door to religion and 

church. 

 

Marcus Borg, professor of Religion and Culture at Oregon State, now 

somewhat retired, grew up in a small town in North Dakota, in a Scandinavian 

Lutheran family where church was very important.  Church was the center of 

their life and he had uncles who were Lutheran pastors. 

 

When he was a child, Jesus was the shepherd with sheep and the man sitting 

with children all around him.  He learned Jesus was God‟s son.  He learned Jesus 

was born of the virgin Mary before he even knew what a virgin was.  He learned 

about Jesus dying on a cross and rising from the dead.  He remembered saying 
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grace at his family‟s table and asking Jesus to be present.  “Come, Lord Jesus, be 

our guest” was their daily grace.  He had memorized John 3:16 as a preschooler 

for a Christmas program, “For God so loved the world that he gave his only 

begotten son…”  And there were the hymns they sung, such as “Jesus, priceless 

treasure, source of purest pleasure, dearest friend of mine…” 

 

Marcus Borg also remembers being taught from the age of about 6 that 

believing in Jesus and telling others of Jesus were the most important two things 

you did in the world.  Because if you didn‟t your very soul was at stake. 

 

I‟m telling you about Marcus Borg‟s story, because it is also my story.  I, too, 

felt the burden of my very soul being at stake if I didn‟t believe a certain way, 

pray out loud a certain way, and tell my friends they needed to believe, too. 

 

Marcus Borg did believe, without difficulty, that Jesus was the divine Savior 

in whom to believe for the sake of gaining eternal life.  However, his childhood 

belief did not last.  Adolescence happened and he began to wrestle with his 

childhood beliefs.  Not just about Jesus either, he started to have doubts about 

the existence of God.  This was a difficult time for him, he was filled with 

anxiety, guilt, and fear.  He wrote, “I still believed enough to be afraid of going 

to hell because of my doubts.  I felt that they were wrong, and in my prayers I 

would ask for forgiveness.  But I couldn‟t stop doubting, and so my requests for 

forgiveness seemed to me not to be genuine.  After all, I had learned that true 

repentance included the resolution not to continue committing the sin.” 

 

For several years, his prayer of considerable anguish was, “Lord, I believe. 

Help thou my unbelief.”  He was unable to eliminate doubt from his life and 

believed that existence of doubt made him a non-believer.  If only he could have 

made himself believe, he would have.  He was in the stage of critical thinking 

and there was going back. 

 

He went off to a Lutheran college in the Midwest, his daily prayers for belief 

stopped and he was no longer frightened of hell.  His fear and guilt turned into 

perplexity and other matters caught his attention. 

 

I left the church when I went off to college.  My Mom went off to seminary.  

My younger brother went through a dramatic conversion experience, and I 

thought they‟ve got enough religion for me.  I no longer found the church of my 

childhood relevant for my life and my questions and my doubt. 

 

By the end of college Marcus Borg called himself a “closet agnostic.”  He 

loved studying about religion and history and theology.  So he went to seminary.  

At seminary he learned more about Christianity and its beginnings from the 
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scholarly perspective.  The Jesus he learned about in seminary was a lot different 

than the one he learned about in  

Sunday School.  He wrote, “As a twenty-two year old seminarian, I found all of 

this very exciting, though it seemed vaguely scandalous and something I 

shouldn‟t tell my mother about.”  He went on with his studies and his quest for 

the historical Jesus. 

 

In his mid-thirties, Marcus had some experiences that fundamentally changed 

his understanding of God and Jesus.  He started having experiences where he 

was filled with the glory of God.  He re-discovered mystery.  He had “ah-ha” 

moments.  These moments connected him with God as the “sacred center of 

existence, the holy mystery that is all around us and within us.”   

 

This is when Marcus says he met Jesus again, for the first time.  And what he 

discovered was being a Christian was not primarily about what one believed, it 

was about relationship.  He wrote, “I sometimes joke that if I were ever to write 

my spiritual autobiography, I would call it „Beyond Belief‟.  The fuller title 

would be „Beyond Belief to Relationship.‟  That has been my experience.” 

 

I call Marcus Borg a contemporary “Doubting Thomas.”  Of course Thomas 

believed in Jesus.  He had walked and talked with the real, live Jesus for 

something like three years.  He also was in a faith crisis because the one he 

believed in had died, he was gone.  The disciples had gathered behind closed 

doors.  That says it all for me.  They were hiding for many reasons—for their 

safety, for support, for a time of grieving, re-grouping.  A door had closed on 

their hopes and dreams where Jesus was the center, the leader, the one.  So now 

what?   

 

Thomas was the one who was not there.  The Gospel of John uses Thomas as 

a symbolic representation of all those who were not there.  We are today‟s 

Thomas.  The risen, living Christ showed up behind closed doors and 

disappeared while Thomas was out running errands, taking care of business, 

whatever.  He came back and something was different.  They had seen him, 

experienced him.  Thomas missed it.  He became the outsider on the inside.  He 

didn‟t believe.  He wanted proof.  He wanted to see it for himself.  “Unless I 

touch the mark of the nails and his side, I will not believe.” 

 

And what happened?  The risen Christ showed up for him, too.  And Thomas 

proclaimed one of the great confessions of the Gospels, “My Lord and my God!” 

 

It was a new vision and image of their Jesus, another beginning that began 

behind closed doors and moved beyond the “seeing is believing” world into a 

“believing is seeing” world.  Marcus Borg explains that the root meaning of the 
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word “believe” does not mean believing a set of doctrines or teachings.  In both 

the Greek and the Latin, the root word means “to give one‟s heart to.”  The heart 

is our deepest self.  Believing, therefore, does not consist of giving one‟s mental 

assent to something.  Believing in Jesus is not about believing in certain 

doctrines about him.  Believing is giving one‟s heart, one‟s self at a deep level to 

the post-Easter Jesus who is the living Christ.  To give one‟s heart to someone is 

being in relationship at a deep level.  It is where you find love. 

 

I came back to the church because of love, not because of what I believed 

because I was having trouble believing in something.  I experienced the love of 

God through the living, risen Christ in Church.  Like Marcus Borg, I couldn‟t 

make myself believe in what I thought I was suppose to believe in.  What 

happened was I experience the love of God, and that‟s what brought me into 

relationship.  And I continue to experience the love of God over and over 

again—doubts and flaws and all of me.   God keeps telling me—embrace your 

doubts, they are who you are, and I love them as well.  It was that love, not my 

beliefs, that called me into the ministry and brought me all the way to this day 

and this moment and for such a time as this.  Let me tell you this.  God loves 

your doubts.     

 

One last thing about Thomas.  The Christian tradition says that Thomas soon 

left that safe and familiar circle.  He opened the door and walked out and 

traveled further than any other disciple, all the way to India, to tell about the One 

whose love wouldn‟t give up on him or give him up.  Amen.   

 

 

 


