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 English grammar is a wonder to behold. More rules than Carters has pills. And more 

exceptions than rules! On Youth Sunday Jackson was preparing for a sermon and a question 

came up about that intractable old couple: “who” and “whom.” “Who are you now?” Jackson 

had written in his manuscript. Then, “Who do you wish to become?” “That should be ‘Whom do 

you wish to become?’” I interjected. “How do you know?” he said. “Because ‘who’ is always in 

the subjective case, ‘whom,’ is in the objective case.” He didn’t seem impressed – and I think 

rather than admit that old dad was right, he changed the ending to his sermon altogether! 

 The next week, because my parents and teachers ingrained in me a conviction that we 

should speak the English language correctly (and because I wasn’t exactly sure about my 

response!), I sent an email to my parents, both former college English majors. After they had 

debated to no satisfactory conclusion, my mother sent an email to my former high school English 

teacher in search of a definitive answer. Dr. Edna Ellison is not only a whiz-bang in the all-

important rules of English grammar, she is a devoted Christian who was for many years a 

member of our church. You could almost hear the eagerness in Edna’s reply – maybe she doesn’t 

get to answer grammar questions every day, and here was her big chance! Here’s what she said: 

[Russ is correct!]  Both pronouns are predicate nouns but one is nominative and 
the other is objective. The first sentence is “who.” You are… who (predicate … 
predicate nominative). The second sentence is “whom.” You do wish to 
become… whom (predicate noun, but in the objective case – because all subjects 
of infinitives are in the objective case (the only subjects in the English language 
that are objective are subjects of infinitives.) Since this infinitive has an 
understood subject… the predicate noun is in the subjective case. 
 



 Wow… that was really more than even I needed to know. (She really could have just 

stopped after, “Russ is correct!”) It made me wonder if Edna Ellison dreams of diagramming 

sentences! 

Do you remember? Single lines under subjects... Double lines under verbs... Parentheses 

around infinitive phrases... Brackets around subordinate clauses… Arrows identifying 

modifiers… When I was learning that lost art, I came to a sentence that stumped me. It was 

something like, “Listen carefully, to this sermon.” What is the subject? Where is the subject of 

the sentence? The verb is “listen.” “Carefully” is an adverb. “To this sermon” is the infinitive1, 

the subject of which is “sermon,” and “this” is an adjective. But what is the subject? Who should 

listen carefully to this sermon? The subject of some sentences, I learned way back when, are not 

stated. In the lingo of grammar they are said to be “understood.” Listen to this sermon? You 

(understood) listen to this sermon. You… who doubt… listen. For everything in this world is not 

visible as the morning sun. Some things – even some of the most important things are 

“understood.”  

 Such is the subject of our doubts. Do we understand God? Or is God, “understood”? 

 Michael Paul Gallagher is a member of the Society of Jesus – a Jesuit priest in the Roman 

Catholic Church who opens his book, Help My Unbelief, with these words: “It was a Thursday 

evening at Mass that I entered into my atheism in a deeper way than ever before.” Gallagher 

writes of that experience, of saying distant, hollow words, mechanically consecrating bread and 

wine, “hoping [the words] could be true but sensing that they were not,” offering meaningless 

                                                 
1 I suppose it was because Dr. Ellison had concentrated on the infinitive in her response (I had “to” as an infinitive 
on the brain?), but I erroneously identified “to this sermon” as an infinitive, rather than the prepositional phrase that 
it is. It didn’t take long for the congregation to make sure I knew the error of my ways! One of the first people out 
the door following worship was former English teacher, Beverly Doyle – the first of many who were glad to correct 
the minister’s grammar.  Oh well – at least they were listening! 



blessings, “fearing that it was all a sham, a façade on human fears.”2 That feeling of aloneness, 

that hollow sense that all this was a charade, this was not a new feeling to Father Gallagher, but 

his doubt had settled in heavier than normal, and left him going through the motions and 

experiencing his actions as if from an out-of-body perspective. 

 Following that mass, as he tried to true his sensitivities, to right his listing ship, he sat in 

prayer, and though “nothing much happened (he said)… yet something changed.” He describes 

that something using those two simple words from George Herbert’s sonnet on prayer which is 

printed on the cover of our bulletin.3 Like faith, prayer engages the full range of human 

experience. It is at times a “banquet,” “joy,” inexpressible “bliss.” In other moments faith meets 

us with the pain of a “side-piecing spear,” or in a fit of rage – our own “reversed thunder.”  But 

the final word, which Herbert undoubtedly chose deliberately, is a word which defies 

understanding. It is the experience of Job, who after defending himself and raising his questions, 

stands in the face of that void and says I have uttered what I did not understand, things too 

wonderful for me, which I did not know (Job 42.3). 

 God, like the absent subject of some sentences, is understood. Unseen, but essential. And 

we will never understand. 

 

 On Thursday morning I stood at the hospital bedside of my friend Emil Mialik. Emil is in 

Intensive Care and his situation remains critical, but he knew me, and we shared holy moments 

                                                 
2 Michael Paul Gallagher, S.J., Help My Unbelief,  pp13-14. 
3 Though many people do not appreciate poetry, I am convinced of its worth, and believe in using my “bully pulpit,” 
to communicate the beauty of poetry. It may be the only time/place that many in the congregation ever see a poem, 
especially some of the classics of literature – so, despite my critics I’ll continue to make periodic use of such verse! 
The sonnet from George Herbert is: “Prayer, the Church's banquet, Angels' age, / God's breath in man returning to 
his birth, / The soul in paraphrase, heart in pilgrimage, / The Christian plummet sounding heav'n and earth; / Engine 
against th' Almighty, sinner's tower, / Reversed thunder, Christ-side-piercing spear, / The six-days'-world 
transposing in an hour, / A kind of tune, which all things hear and fear; / Softness, and peace, and joy, and love, and 
bliss, / Exalted manna, gladness of the best, / Heaven in ordinary, man well dressed, / The milky way, the bird of 
Paradise, / Church bells beyond the stars heard, the soul's blood, / The land of spices, something understood.” 



together. Those moments to which I’m referring come only in the presence of pain or trauma; 

they are the moments of truth that cut to the very quick of our humanity because we come to 

them on some teetering precipice from which we gain rare views of life at its deepest – because 

we can also view death at its nearest. So Emil and I shared the morning. Pastor and failing 

elderly parishioner. Pastor and grateful student. Colleagues and intellectual sparring partners and 

friends. The conversation was spotty and broken by Emil’s condition; there were no in-depth 

debates on the divinity of Jesus or the doctrine of atonement, but after I had fed him breakfast, 

and cleaned his mouth, Emil asked about Sunday’s sermon. Who’s preaching? What’s the topic? 

When I said the text was Thomas, without a beat, his withered frame nearly shouted, “He is to be 

praised!” 

 And he is. My friend, Emil – and our friend, Thomas. For after the traumatic death of 

Jesus – inspiring teacher, charismatic leader, life-changing friend – reports began to surface. 

Confusing, unbelievable, implausible reports began to whisper their way through that broken 

community. “I saw him... He appeared to us... He is alive.... Just as he said!” That rumor was 

running through the community of Jesus’ friends like electricity in search of ground, until it 

found Thomas, whose honesty sent the energy of a hope that was too good to be true into the air 

around them, stopping them all, cold: I’ll believe it when I see it! 

 Silence… 

 That’s what a good doubter will do, you know. Not just throw a wet blanket on the party 

(though they do that pretty well, too!), but put the questions of the crowd in the air. Good 

doubters help those who believe too-easily to see the questions we would ask if we weren’t 

inhibited by the god called fear, or the devil called religious certainty. Every religious 

community needs a few good doubters, those who can sing the praise of the integrity and the 



courage of Thomas – but no community can afford to be ruled by them. Unchecked religion 

becomes ecstasy or militancy, and unchecked doubt becomes cynicism or anti-belief. Someone 

said, “It’s hard to celebrate a question mark,” and the community of faith must be a celebrating 

community.4 So the church needs its doubters – I’m pleased to be the pastor of about as healthy a 

handful of skeptics as any church should be allowed (!) – but we should remember that scripture 

does not celebrate Thomas for his doubt alone. Thomas is remembered because the depth of his 

doubt gives rise to the highest single affirmation of faith in Jesus Christ in the entire Bible. It was 

the doubter who first saw in Jesus the very face of God! 

 Most New Testament scholars agree that in this episode recorded by John, Thomas never 

actually touches the side or the hands of Jesus. Surely, after Thomas’s doubt was told in such 

detail, if he had actually fingered those wounds John would have made that clear, too. He does 

not. What is clear, however, which is undoubtedly the point of the Gospel writer, is that standing 

in the face of Mystery, just like old Job – encountering the Risen Christ – or being confronted by 

him, dissolves the need for empirical analysis. The simpler truth of what is touchable, tangible, 

testable gives way to a deeper truth that is accessible only through the heart.5 We walk by faith 

and not by sight… (2 Corinthians 5.7) 

 May our doubters teach us honesty in faith, that the doubter in each of us would be 

attentive to the burning within our hearts.6 And may God give us the grace, that though we may 

never understand, we might learn to sing and pray and praise Something Understood. 

May it be so! 

                                                 
4 I believe the quotation belongs to Bill Treadwell, a former associate minister at Myers Park Baptist Church. 
5 Some will undoubtedly take issue with the suggestion that “touchable, tangible, testable” truth (i.e., science!), is a 
simpler truth than truth of the heart – but I stand by my conviction. Perhaps this is why theology was once called the 
“queen of the sciences”! 
6 This Sunday and next we are looking at the effects of Easter. This reference is from the story of Emmaus in Luke 
24, where the disciples asked after the resurrected Christ had walked among them and then disappeared after they 
broke bread together, “Did not our hearts burn within us (when he was with us)?” 
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community needs a few good doubters, those who can sing the praise of the integrity and the 



courage of Thomas – but no community can afford to be ruled by them. Unchecked religion 

becomes ecstasy or militancy, and unchecked doubt becomes cynicism or anti-belief. Someone 

said, “It’s hard to celebrate a question mark,” and the community of faith must be a celebrating 

community.4 So the church needs its doubters – I’m pleased to be the pastor of about as healthy a 

handful of skeptics as any church should be allowed (!) – but we should remember that scripture 

does not celebrate Thomas for his doubt alone. Thomas is remembered because the depth of his 

doubt gives rise to the highest single affirmation of faith in Jesus Christ in the entire Bible. It was 

the doubter who first saw in Jesus the very face of God! 

 Most New Testament scholars agree that in this episode recorded by John, Thomas never 

actually touches the side or the hands of Jesus. Surely, after Thomas’s doubt was told in such 

detail, if he had actually fingered those wounds John would have made that clear, too. He does 

not. What is clear, however, which is undoubtedly the point of the Gospel writer, is that standing 

in the face of Mystery, just like old Job – encountering the Risen Christ – or being confronted by 

him, dissolves the need for empirical analysis. The simpler truth of what is touchable, tangible, 

testable gives way to a deeper truth that is accessible only through the heart.5 We walk by faith 

and not by sight… (2 Corinthians 5.7) 

 May our doubters teach us honesty in faith, that the doubter in each of us would be 

attentive to the burning within our hearts.6 And may God give us the grace, that though we may 

never understand, we might learn to sing and pray and praise Something Understood. 

May it be so! 

                                                 
4 I believe the quotation belongs to Bill Treadwell, a former associate minister at Myers Park Baptist Church. 
5 Some will undoubtedly take issue with the suggestion that “touchable, tangible, testable” truth (i.e., science!), is a 
simpler truth than truth of the heart – but I stand by my conviction. Perhaps this is why theology was once called the 
“queen of the sciences”! 
6 This Sunday and next we are looking at the effects of Easter. This reference is from the story of Emmaus in Luke 
24, where the disciples asked after the resurrected Christ had walked among them and then disappeared after they 
broke bread together, “Did not our hearts burn within us (when he was with us)?” 
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 English grammar is a wonder to behold. More rules than Carters has pills. And more 

exceptions than rules! On Youth Sunday Jackson was preparing for a sermon and a question 

came up about that intractable old couple: “who” and “whom.” “Who are you now?” Jackson 

had written in his manuscript. Then, “Who do you wish to become?” “That should be ‘Whom do 

you wish to become?’” I interjected. “How do you know?” he said. “Because ‘who’ is always in 

the subjective case, ‘whom,’ is in the objective case.” He didn’t seem impressed – and I think 

rather than admit that old dad was right, he changed the ending to his sermon altogether! 

 The next week, because my parents and teachers ingrained in me a conviction that we 

should speak the English language correctly (and because I wasn’t exactly sure about my 

response!), I sent an email to my parents, both former college English majors. After they had 

debated to no satisfactory conclusion, my mother sent an email to my former high school English 

teacher in search of a definitive answer. Dr. Edna Ellison is not only a whiz-bang in the all-

important rules of English grammar, she is a devoted Christian who was for many years a 

member of our church. You could almost hear the eagerness in Edna’s reply – maybe she doesn’t 

get to answer grammar questions every day, and here was her big chance! Here’s what she said: 

[Russ is correct!]  Both pronouns are predicate nouns but one is nominative and 
the other is objective. The first sentence is “who.” You are… who (predicate … 
predicate nominative). The second sentence is “whom.” You do wish to 
become… whom (predicate noun, but in the objective case – because all subjects 
of infinitives are in the objective case (the only subjects in the English language 
that are objective are subjects of infinitives.) Since this infinitive has an 
understood subject… the predicate noun is in the subjective case. 
 



 Wow… that was really more than even I needed to know. (She really could have just 

stopped after, “Russ is correct!”) It made me wonder if Edna Ellison dreams of diagramming 

sentences! 

Do you remember? Single lines under subjects... Double lines under verbs... Parentheses 

around infinitive phrases... Brackets around subordinate clauses… Arrows identifying 

modifiers… When I was learning that lost art, I came to a sentence that stumped me. It was 

something like, “Listen carefully, to this sermon.” What is the subject? Where is the subject of 

the sentence? The verb is “listen.” “Carefully” is an adverb. “To this sermon” is the infinitive1, 

the subject of which is “sermon,” and “this” is an adjective. But what is the subject? Who should 

listen carefully to this sermon? The subject of some sentences, I learned way back when, are not 

stated. In the lingo of grammar they are said to be “understood.” Listen to this sermon? You 

(understood) listen to this sermon. You… who doubt… listen. For everything in this world is not 

visible as the morning sun. Some things – even some of the most important things are 

“understood.”  

 Such is the subject of our doubts. Do we understand God? Or is God, “understood”? 

 Michael Paul Gallagher is a member of the Society of Jesus – a Jesuit priest in the Roman 

Catholic Church who opens his book, Help My Unbelief, with these words: “It was a Thursday 

evening at Mass that I entered into my atheism in a deeper way than ever before.” Gallagher 

writes of that experience, of saying distant, hollow words, mechanically consecrating bread and 

wine, “hoping [the words] could be true but sensing that they were not,” offering meaningless 

                                                 
1 I suppose it was because Dr. Ellison had concentrated on the infinitive in her response (I had “to” as an infinitive 
on the brain?), but I erroneously identified “to this sermon” as an infinitive, rather than the prepositional phrase that 
it is. It didn’t take long for the congregation to make sure I knew the error of my ways! One of the first people out 
the door following worship was former English teacher, Beverly Doyle – the first of many who were glad to correct 
the minister’s grammar.  Oh well – at least they were listening! 



blessings, “fearing that it was all a sham, a façade on human fears.”2 That feeling of aloneness, 

that hollow sense that all this was a charade, this was not a new feeling to Father Gallagher, but 

his doubt had settled in heavier than normal, and left him going through the motions and 

experiencing his actions as if from an out-of-body perspective. 

 Following that mass, as he tried to true his sensitivities, to right his listing ship, he sat in 

prayer, and though “nothing much happened (he said)… yet something changed.” He describes 

that something using those two simple words from George Herbert’s sonnet on prayer which is 

printed on the cover of our bulletin.3 Like faith, prayer engages the full range of human 

experience. It is at times a “banquet,” “joy,” inexpressible “bliss.” In other moments faith meets 

us with the pain of a “side-piecing spear,” or in a fit of rage – our own “reversed thunder.”  But 

the final word, which Herbert undoubtedly chose deliberately, is a word which defies 

understanding. It is the experience of Job, who after defending himself and raising his questions, 

stands in the face of that void and says I have uttered what I did not understand, things too 

wonderful for me, which I did not know (Job 42.3). 

 God, like the absent subject of some sentences, is understood. Unseen, but essential. And 

we will never understand. 

 

 On Thursday morning I stood at the hospital bedside of my friend Emil Mialik. Emil is in 

Intensive Care and his situation remains critical, but he knew me, and we shared holy moments 

                                                 
2 Michael Paul Gallagher, S.J., Help My Unbelief,  pp13-14. 
3 Though many people do not appreciate poetry, I am convinced of its worth, and believe in using my “bully pulpit,” 
to communicate the beauty of poetry. It may be the only time/place that many in the congregation ever see a poem, 
especially some of the classics of literature – so, despite my critics I’ll continue to make periodic use of such verse! 
The sonnet from George Herbert is: “Prayer, the Church's banquet, Angels' age, / God's breath in man returning to 
his birth, / The soul in paraphrase, heart in pilgrimage, / The Christian plummet sounding heav'n and earth; / Engine 
against th' Almighty, sinner's tower, / Reversed thunder, Christ-side-piercing spear, / The six-days'-world 
transposing in an hour, / A kind of tune, which all things hear and fear; / Softness, and peace, and joy, and love, and 
bliss, / Exalted manna, gladness of the best, / Heaven in ordinary, man well dressed, / The milky way, the bird of 
Paradise, / Church bells beyond the stars heard, the soul's blood, / The land of spices, something understood.” 



together. Those moments to which I’m referring come only in the presence of pain or trauma; 

they are the moments of truth that cut to the very quick of our humanity because we come to 

them on some teetering precipice from which we gain rare views of life at its deepest – because 

we can also view death at its nearest. So Emil and I shared the morning. Pastor and failing 

elderly parishioner. Pastor and grateful student. Colleagues and intellectual sparring partners and 

friends. The conversation was spotty and broken by Emil’s condition; there were no in-depth 

debates on the divinity of Jesus or the doctrine of atonement, but after I had fed him breakfast, 

and cleaned his mouth, Emil asked about Sunday’s sermon. Who’s preaching? What’s the topic? 

When I said the text was Thomas, without a beat, his withered frame nearly shouted, “He is to be 

praised!” 

 And he is. My friend, Emil – and our friend, Thomas. For after the traumatic death of 

Jesus – inspiring teacher, charismatic leader, life-changing friend – reports began to surface. 

Confusing, unbelievable, implausible reports began to whisper their way through that broken 

community. “I saw him... He appeared to us... He is alive.... Just as he said!” That rumor was 

running through the community of Jesus’ friends like electricity in search of ground, until it 

found Thomas, whose honesty sent the energy of a hope that was too good to be true into the air 

around them, stopping them all, cold: I’ll believe it when I see it! 

 Silence… 

 That’s what a good doubter will do, you know. Not just throw a wet blanket on the party 

(though they do that pretty well, too!), but put the questions of the crowd in the air. Good 

doubters help those who believe too-easily to see the questions we would ask if we weren’t 

inhibited by the god called fear, or the devil called religious certainty. Every religious 

community needs a few good doubters, those who can sing the praise of the integrity and the 



courage of Thomas – but no community can afford to be ruled by them. Unchecked religion 

becomes ecstasy or militancy, and unchecked doubt becomes cynicism or anti-belief. Someone 

said, “It’s hard to celebrate a question mark,” and the community of faith must be a celebrating 

community.4 So the church needs its doubters – I’m pleased to be the pastor of about as healthy a 

handful of skeptics as any church should be allowed (!) – but we should remember that scripture 

does not celebrate Thomas for his doubt alone. Thomas is remembered because the depth of his 

doubt gives rise to the highest single affirmation of faith in Jesus Christ in the entire Bible. It was 

the doubter who first saw in Jesus the very face of God! 

 Most New Testament scholars agree that in this episode recorded by John, Thomas never 

actually touches the side or the hands of Jesus. Surely, after Thomas’s doubt was told in such 

detail, if he had actually fingered those wounds John would have made that clear, too. He does 

not. What is clear, however, which is undoubtedly the point of the Gospel writer, is that standing 

in the face of Mystery, just like old Job – encountering the Risen Christ – or being confronted by 

him, dissolves the need for empirical analysis. The simpler truth of what is touchable, tangible, 

testable gives way to a deeper truth that is accessible only through the heart.5 We walk by faith 

and not by sight… (2 Corinthians 5.7) 

 May our doubters teach us honesty in faith, that the doubter in each of us would be 

attentive to the burning within our hearts.6 And may God give us the grace, that though we may 

never understand, we might learn to sing and pray and praise Something Understood. 

May it be so! 

                                                 
4 I believe the quotation belongs to Bill Treadwell, a former associate minister at Myers Park Baptist Church. 
5 Some will undoubtedly take issue with the suggestion that “touchable, tangible, testable” truth (i.e., science!), is a 
simpler truth than truth of the heart – but I stand by my conviction. Perhaps this is why theology was once called the 
“queen of the sciences”! 
6 This Sunday and next we are looking at the effects of Easter. This reference is from the story of Emmaus in Luke 
24, where the disciples asked after the resurrected Christ had walked among them and then disappeared after they 
broke bread together, “Did not our hearts burn within us (when he was with us)?” 
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blessings, “fearing that it was all a sham, a façade on human fears.”2 That feeling of aloneness, 

that hollow sense that all this was a charade, this was not a new feeling to Father Gallagher, but 

his doubt had settled in heavier than normal, and left him going through the motions and 

experiencing his actions as if from an out-of-body perspective. 

 Following that mass, as he tried to true his sensitivities, to right his listing ship, he sat in 

prayer, and though “nothing much happened (he said)… yet something changed.” He describes 

that something using those two simple words from George Herbert’s sonnet on prayer which is 

printed on the cover of our bulletin.3 Like faith, prayer engages the full range of human 

experience. It is at times a “banquet,” “joy,” inexpressible “bliss.” In other moments faith meets 

us with the pain of a “side-piecing spear,” or in a fit of rage – our own “reversed thunder.”  But 

the final word, which Herbert undoubtedly chose deliberately, is a word which defies 

understanding. It is the experience of Job, who after defending himself and raising his questions, 

stands in the face of that void and says I have uttered what I did not understand, things too 

wonderful for me, which I did not know (Job 42.3). 

 God, like the absent subject of some sentences, is understood. Unseen, but essential. And 

we will never understand. 

 

 On Thursday morning I stood at the hospital bedside of my friend Emil Mialik. Emil is in 

Intensive Care and his situation remains critical, but he knew me, and we shared holy moments 

                                                 
2 Michael Paul Gallagher, S.J., Help My Unbelief,  pp13-14. 
3 Though many people do not appreciate poetry, I am convinced of its worth, and believe in using my “bully pulpit,” 
to communicate the beauty of poetry. It may be the only time/place that many in the congregation ever see a poem, 
especially some of the classics of literature – so, despite my critics I’ll continue to make periodic use of such verse! 
The sonnet from George Herbert is: “Prayer, the Church's banquet, Angels' age, / God's breath in man returning to 
his birth, / The soul in paraphrase, heart in pilgrimage, / The Christian plummet sounding heav'n and earth; / Engine 
against th' Almighty, sinner's tower, / Reversed thunder, Christ-side-piercing spear, / The six-days'-world 
transposing in an hour, / A kind of tune, which all things hear and fear; / Softness, and peace, and joy, and love, and 
bliss, / Exalted manna, gladness of the best, / Heaven in ordinary, man well dressed, / The milky way, the bird of 
Paradise, / Church bells beyond the stars heard, the soul's blood, / The land of spices, something understood.” 
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doubt gives rise to the highest single affirmation of faith in Jesus Christ in the entire Bible. It was 
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actually touches the side or the hands of Jesus. Surely, after Thomas’s doubt was told in such 

detail, if he had actually fingered those wounds John would have made that clear, too. He does 

not. What is clear, however, which is undoubtedly the point of the Gospel writer, is that standing 

in the face of Mystery, just like old Job – encountering the Risen Christ – or being confronted by 

him, dissolves the need for empirical analysis. The simpler truth of what is touchable, tangible, 

testable gives way to a deeper truth that is accessible only through the heart.5 We walk by faith 

and not by sight… (2 Corinthians 5.7) 

 May our doubters teach us honesty in faith, that the doubter in each of us would be 

attentive to the burning within our hearts.6 And may God give us the grace, that though we may 
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4 I believe the quotation belongs to Bill Treadwell, a former associate minister at Myers Park Baptist Church. 
5 Some will undoubtedly take issue with the suggestion that “touchable, tangible, testable” truth (i.e., science!), is a 
simpler truth than truth of the heart – but I stand by my conviction. Perhaps this is why theology was once called the 
“queen of the sciences”! 
6 This Sunday and next we are looking at the effects of Easter. This reference is from the story of Emmaus in Luke 
24, where the disciples asked after the resurrected Christ had walked among them and then disappeared after they 
broke bread together, “Did not our hearts burn within us (when he was with us)?” 
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3 Though many people do not appreciate poetry, I am convinced of its worth, and believe in using my “bully pulpit,” 
to communicate the beauty of poetry. It may be the only time/place that many in the congregation ever see a poem, 
especially some of the classics of literature – so, despite my critics I’ll continue to make periodic use of such verse! 
The sonnet from George Herbert is: “Prayer, the Church's banquet, Angels' age, / God's breath in man returning to 
his birth, / The soul in paraphrase, heart in pilgrimage, / The Christian plummet sounding heav'n and earth; / Engine 
against th' Almighty, sinner's tower, / Reversed thunder, Christ-side-piercing spear, / The six-days'-world 
transposing in an hour, / A kind of tune, which all things hear and fear; / Softness, and peace, and joy, and love, and 
bliss, / Exalted manna, gladness of the best, / Heaven in ordinary, man well dressed, / The milky way, the bird of 
Paradise, / Church bells beyond the stars heard, the soul's blood, / The land of spices, something understood.” 



together. Those moments to which I’m referring come only in the presence of pain or trauma; 

they are the moments of truth that cut to the very quick of our humanity because we come to 

them on some teetering precipice from which we gain rare views of life at its deepest – because 

we can also view death at its nearest. So Emil and I shared the morning. Pastor and failing 

elderly parishioner. Pastor and grateful student. Colleagues and intellectual sparring partners and 

friends. The conversation was spotty and broken by Emil’s condition; there were no in-depth 

debates on the divinity of Jesus or the doctrine of atonement, but after I had fed him breakfast, 

and cleaned his mouth, Emil asked about Sunday’s sermon. Who’s preaching? What’s the topic? 

When I said the text was Thomas, without a beat, his withered frame nearly shouted, “He is to be 

praised!” 

 And he is. My friend, Emil – and our friend, Thomas. For after the traumatic death of 

Jesus – inspiring teacher, charismatic leader, life-changing friend – reports began to surface. 

Confusing, unbelievable, implausible reports began to whisper their way through that broken 

community. “I saw him... He appeared to us... He is alive.... Just as he said!” That rumor was 

running through the community of Jesus’ friends like electricity in search of ground, until it 

found Thomas, whose honesty sent the energy of a hope that was too good to be true into the air 

around them, stopping them all, cold: I’ll believe it when I see it! 

 Silence… 

 That’s what a good doubter will do, you know. Not just throw a wet blanket on the party 

(though they do that pretty well, too!), but put the questions of the crowd in the air. Good 

doubters help those who believe too-easily to see the questions we would ask if we weren’t 

inhibited by the god called fear, or the devil called religious certainty. Every religious 

community needs a few good doubters, those who can sing the praise of the integrity and the 



courage of Thomas – but no community can afford to be ruled by them. Unchecked religion 

becomes ecstasy or militancy, and unchecked doubt becomes cynicism or anti-belief. Someone 

said, “It’s hard to celebrate a question mark,” and the community of faith must be a celebrating 

community.4 So the church needs its doubters – I’m pleased to be the pastor of about as healthy a 

handful of skeptics as any church should be allowed (!) – but we should remember that scripture 

does not celebrate Thomas for his doubt alone. Thomas is remembered because the depth of his 

doubt gives rise to the highest single affirmation of faith in Jesus Christ in the entire Bible. It was 

the doubter who first saw in Jesus the very face of God! 

 Most New Testament scholars agree that in this episode recorded by John, Thomas never 

actually touches the side or the hands of Jesus. Surely, after Thomas’s doubt was told in such 

detail, if he had actually fingered those wounds John would have made that clear, too. He does 

not. What is clear, however, which is undoubtedly the point of the Gospel writer, is that standing 

in the face of Mystery, just like old Job – encountering the Risen Christ – or being confronted by 

him, dissolves the need for empirical analysis. The simpler truth of what is touchable, tangible, 

testable gives way to a deeper truth that is accessible only through the heart.5 We walk by faith 

and not by sight… (2 Corinthians 5.7) 

 May our doubters teach us honesty in faith, that the doubter in each of us would be 

attentive to the burning within our hearts.6 And may God give us the grace, that though we may 

never understand, we might learn to sing and pray and praise Something Understood. 

May it be so! 

                                                 
4 I believe the quotation belongs to Bill Treadwell, a former associate minister at Myers Park Baptist Church. 
5 Some will undoubtedly take issue with the suggestion that “touchable, tangible, testable” truth (i.e., science!), is a 
simpler truth than truth of the heart – but I stand by my conviction. Perhaps this is why theology was once called the 
“queen of the sciences”! 
6 This Sunday and next we are looking at the effects of Easter. This reference is from the story of Emmaus in Luke 
24, where the disciples asked after the resurrected Christ had walked among them and then disappeared after they 
broke bread together, “Did not our hearts burn within us (when he was with us)?” 
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 English grammar is a wonder to behold. More rules than Carters has pills. And more 

exceptions than rules! On Youth Sunday Jackson was preparing for a sermon and a question 

came up about that intractable old couple: “who” and “whom.” “Who are you now?” Jackson 

had written in his manuscript. Then, “Who do you wish to become?” “That should be ‘Whom do 

you wish to become?’” I interjected. “How do you know?” he said. “Because ‘who’ is always in 

the subjective case, ‘whom,’ is in the objective case.” He didn’t seem impressed – and I think 

rather than admit that old dad was right, he changed the ending to his sermon altogether! 

 The next week, because my parents and teachers ingrained in me a conviction that we 

should speak the English language correctly (and because I wasn’t exactly sure about my 

response!), I sent an email to my parents, both former college English majors. After they had 

debated to no satisfactory conclusion, my mother sent an email to my former high school English 

teacher in search of a definitive answer. Dr. Edna Ellison is not only a whiz-bang in the all-

important rules of English grammar, she is a devoted Christian who was for many years a 

member of our church. You could almost hear the eagerness in Edna’s reply – maybe she doesn’t 

get to answer grammar questions every day, and here was her big chance! Here’s what she said: 

[Russ is correct!]  Both pronouns are predicate nouns but one is nominative and 
the other is objective. The first sentence is “who.” You are… who (predicate … 
predicate nominative). The second sentence is “whom.” You do wish to 
become… whom (predicate noun, but in the objective case – because all subjects 
of infinitives are in the objective case (the only subjects in the English language 
that are objective are subjects of infinitives.) Since this infinitive has an 
understood subject… the predicate noun is in the subjective case. 
 



 Wow… that was really more than even I needed to know. (She really could have just 

stopped after, “Russ is correct!”) It made me wonder if Edna Ellison dreams of diagramming 

sentences! 

Do you remember? Single lines under subjects... Double lines under verbs... Parentheses 

around infinitive phrases... Brackets around subordinate clauses… Arrows identifying 

modifiers… When I was learning that lost art, I came to a sentence that stumped me. It was 

something like, “Listen carefully, to this sermon.” What is the subject? Where is the subject of 

the sentence? The verb is “listen.” “Carefully” is an adverb. “To this sermon” is the infinitive1, 

the subject of which is “sermon,” and “this” is an adjective. But what is the subject? Who should 

listen carefully to this sermon? The subject of some sentences, I learned way back when, are not 

stated. In the lingo of grammar they are said to be “understood.” Listen to this sermon? You 

(understood) listen to this sermon. You… who doubt… listen. For everything in this world is not 

visible as the morning sun. Some things – even some of the most important things are 

“understood.”  

 Such is the subject of our doubts. Do we understand God? Or is God, “understood”? 

 Michael Paul Gallagher is a member of the Society of Jesus – a Jesuit priest in the Roman 

Catholic Church who opens his book, Help My Unbelief, with these words: “It was a Thursday 

evening at Mass that I entered into my atheism in a deeper way than ever before.” Gallagher 

writes of that experience, of saying distant, hollow words, mechanically consecrating bread and 

wine, “hoping [the words] could be true but sensing that they were not,” offering meaningless 

                                                 
1 I suppose it was because Dr. Ellison had concentrated on the infinitive in her response (I had “to” as an infinitive 
on the brain?), but I erroneously identified “to this sermon” as an infinitive, rather than the prepositional phrase that 
it is. It didn’t take long for the congregation to make sure I knew the error of my ways! One of the first people out 
the door following worship was former English teacher, Beverly Doyle – the first of many who were glad to correct 
the minister’s grammar.  Oh well – at least they were listening! 



blessings, “fearing that it was all a sham, a façade on human fears.”2 That feeling of aloneness, 

that hollow sense that all this was a charade, this was not a new feeling to Father Gallagher, but 

his doubt had settled in heavier than normal, and left him going through the motions and 

experiencing his actions as if from an out-of-body perspective. 

 Following that mass, as he tried to true his sensitivities, to right his listing ship, he sat in 

prayer, and though “nothing much happened (he said)… yet something changed.” He describes 

that something using those two simple words from George Herbert’s sonnet on prayer which is 

printed on the cover of our bulletin.3 Like faith, prayer engages the full range of human 

experience. It is at times a “banquet,” “joy,” inexpressible “bliss.” In other moments faith meets 

us with the pain of a “side-piecing spear,” or in a fit of rage – our own “reversed thunder.”  But 

the final word, which Herbert undoubtedly chose deliberately, is a word which defies 

understanding. It is the experience of Job, who after defending himself and raising his questions, 

stands in the face of that void and says I have uttered what I did not understand, things too 

wonderful for me, which I did not know (Job 42.3). 

 God, like the absent subject of some sentences, is understood. Unseen, but essential. And 

we will never understand. 
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not. What is clear, however, which is undoubtedly the point of the Gospel writer, is that standing 

in the face of Mystery, just like old Job – encountering the Risen Christ – or being confronted by 

him, dissolves the need for empirical analysis. The simpler truth of what is touchable, tangible, 

testable gives way to a deeper truth that is accessible only through the heart.5 We walk by faith 
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