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The Apostle Who Couldn’t Believe
By Georges Chevrot

[Nihil Obstat: Msgr. T. F. O’Reilly, Vicar General; Imprimi Potest: John Carroll, Archbishop of Dublin; Febru-
ary 27, 1961]

This text, published as a booklet in 1977 by Scepter Publishers, was excerpted and adapted from On the 
Third Day, also available from Scepter Publishers.

The Resurrection: foundation of  Christianity

THE JOYS and the hopes that Easter awaken in us owe their strength to one clear and established fact: Jesus 
Christ really did rise from the dead, and this is the basic fact of Christianity.

The apostles did not say to the world: “Hear the Gospel, for there is no more beautiful doctrine, nor any 
that better corresponds to the needs of man’s reason and conscience. Its excellence and the unparalleled 
holiness of its author guarantee the truth of it.” No, they did not preach a doctrine because it seemed true 
to them. They preached a fact of which they were certain. A doctrine may be debated, but a fact is indisput-
able. They declared: “Christ rose from the dead. This fact, of which we are witnesses, is the final proof of his 
divinity, and so his words are true.”

Nor does St. Paul mislead us. He warns us that if Jesus did not rise from the dead then there is no foun-
dation for Christian teaching. To be so emphatic, Paul had to be sure of what he was saying. He had been a 
persecutor of Christ’s earliest disciples and a Pharisee whose adherence to the traditions of his forefathers 
surpassed even that of his co-religionists (Galatians 1:14). How could he break completely with his past if 
the resurrection of Jesus were merely hearsay?

It will be useful to reconsider the factual certainty of Easter so that we may joyfully rely on the promises 
that it holds, and also courageously accept the effort that it calls forth in us.

“Risen from the dead”—What do these words mean?

On several occasions, either in parables or directly, Jesus told his disciples that he would be put to death in 
Jerusalem but would rise again on the third day; and on each occasion, his predictions were beyond their com-
prehension. After the Transfiguration, when Peter, James, and John had seen the manifestation of his divine 
glory, the Master had commanded them not to tell anybody “until the Son of Man has risen from the dead.” 
This injunction bewildered them no less than the event itself. Coming down from the mountain they pon-
dered the meaning of “when he has risen from the dead” (Mark 9:10). The saying made little sense to them.

It is hardly an exaggeration to suggest that this uncertainty is still to be found among some of the faithful 
in our own day. In their minds, the heaven into which Christ entered, body and soul, is scarcely distinguish-
able from that supra-terrestrial “beyond” where we locate the souls of the saints. They see little distinction 
between immortality and resurrection. Yet in saying that Jesus rose from the dead we mean something alto-
gether different from the spiritual survival of our dead. It is the entire being of Jesus that returned to life. 
As St. Peter said later: “[I]t was impossible that death should have the mastery over him” (Acts 2:24). He 
who was dead is alive. Dying for us, he now lives with us; he is present in heaven, where he “intercedes for 
us without ceasing.” At the same time he is present on our Earth where “he is with us always, even unto the 
end of the world.” Until the end of the history of mankind Jesus remains our contemporary. “Why,” asked 
his messengers on Easter morning, “are you seeking one who is alive, here among the dead?” (Luke 24:5)
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Such is the fact upon which our Christian faith rests. St. Paul’s language is trenchant: “If Christ did not 
rise, our preaching is vain, your faith is no more than a dream; we are false witnesses in the sight of God” 
(1 Corinthians 15:14–15). If Jesus in his grave had submitted to the common fate, we should have regarded 
him as no more than one prophet among many, albeit the greatest. If his work had ended with the ignomini-
ous death on the cross it would have ended in failure.

Who would have followed?

To those who object that, even had such been the case, Jesus would still have brought men a wonderful 
ideal of brotherhood and a unique example of holiness, St. Paul replies: “If we have placed our hope in 
Christ only for this present life, we are the most unhappy of men.” In fact we would then no longer speak of 
redemption; the human condition would not have changed, “we should still be in our sins.” Certainly the 
person of Jesus would always command our admiration, but he would be just another victim. This just man, 
condemned and crucified, would prove only that the world did not want his ideals. Who would then have 
had the courage to follow his example? His law so greatly exceeds our capabilities. Who would ever have had 
the desire to follow it? The program of the Beatitudes would have been no more than a litany of idle fancies; 
disinterestedness and gentleness, integrity and self-giving: that would appeal only to cranks. What principle 
could have been invoked to condemn the law of “every man for himself”? Nothing would have remained 
except to invoke the old idols of money, force, guile, and pleasure.

If Christ has not risen, sin triumphs. If he has not overcome death, not a single mortal man will rise from 
his grave. Let us therefore plough up our cemeteries (cremation is more hygienic!), and let us stop talking 
about hope and salvation. If Christ has not risen, let us close our churches and remain silent. But St. Paul 
does not provoke even a tremor of doubt in his readers; rather, he gives them both hope and certainty. No, 
our faith is no dream: the nightmare we must shake off is the hypothesis that the fate of mankind might not 
extend beyond this earth. For as the apostle says: “Christ is truly risen from the dead.”

To the Corinthians he writes:

The chief message I handed on to you, as it was handed on to me, was that Christ, as the scriptures had foretold, 
died for our sins; that he was buried, and then, as the scriptures had foretold, rose again on the third day. That 
he was seen by Cephas, then by the eleven apostles, and afterwards by more than five hundred of the brethren 
at once, most of whom are alive at this day, though some have gone to their rest. Then he was seen by James, 
then by all the apostles (1 Corinthians 15:3–7).

He mentions lastly the appearance with which he was himself subsequently favored, but the preceding 
lines are generally thought to be the text of a catechism summing up the instruction of the apostles: “That 
is our preaching, mine or theirs as you will; that is the faith which has come to you” (1 Corinthians 15:11).

This testimony is of the highest importance because of its great antiquity. Apart from the fact that 
the first epistle to the Corinthians was written before the composition of the gospels, St. Paul cites these 
fragments of catechism as one who received it himself. It may have been at the time of his conversion or 
three years later, when he went to Jerusalem to meet Peter (Galatians 1:18). The least we can say is that the 
tradition to which it refers dates, at the latest, from six years after the Savior’s resurrection and certainly 
represents the belief of the infant Church. The witnesses to the marvel, he says, are still alive: they can be 
questioned and confronted with their own words. These latter are the identical, faithful echo of Peter’s 
reply to the threats of the Sanhedrin: “It is impossible for us to refrain from speaking of what we have seen 
and heard” (Acts 4:20).



© Scepter Publishers, Inc. This information protected by copyright of Scepter Publishers, Inc., New York, NY USA. It is for the free use of read-
ers, and may be redistributed without permission. None of this information can be sold, either in electronic or print form, unless permission 
has been obtained from Scepter Publishers, Inc. Direct all inquiries to info@scepterpublishers.org.
www.scepterpublishers.org

The risen Jesus appeared to the apostles in order to win their belief. Upon seeing him again, they 
understood that he would henceforth no longer be that Master who had traveled the roads of Galilee with 
them. Thomas was able to touch the Savior’s wounds with his hand. He recognized that same Jesus who 
had said to him: “I am the way, the truth and the life.” At that same moment an interior light drew from 
him an act of faith in Christ’s divinity: “My Lord and my God!” Although Thomas believed only because of 
what he had just seen, what he believed surpassed what he actually saw. “He saw Jesus man, and confessed 
him God,” says St. Gregory.

Historical authenticity

For us the resurrection of Jesus is the same. It is a fact we accept because it contains the conditions nor-
mally required in order for an event to be regarded as historically authentic. Moreover, it is a mystery 
demanding our credence, because of both the miraculous character of the fact and the supernatural 
realities it implies.

Our attitude as believers cannot be condemned on the grounds of illogicality. We must choose 
between two inexplicable phenomena: one is the mystery of the life of the risen Christ — this surpasses 
understanding; the other is the existence, if Jesus is not truly risen from the Dead, of Christianity — this 
defies common sense.

Christianity cannot have originated in the dreadful death of a man who was nailed to an infamous 
gibbet. Had the body of Jesus suffered the fate of all corpses, there would have been no Christianity. The 
faith of the disciples, most of whom were still looking for the Messiah who would re-establish the nation 
of Israel in its former glory, would not have survived the terrible blow dealt to it by the shameful defeat of 
their Master. With Jesus dead, their ambition to establish the kingdom of God on Earth would be dead as 
well. They would have returned to their former trades with sad, embittered hearts. Though they would have 
been incapable of cursing the rabbi whom they had admired and loved, they would have forced themselves 
to forget the ludicrous adventure in which their illusions had involved them and which had resulted only 
in their confusion.

The words of Pascal speak for themselves: “The hypothesis that the apostles were crafty men is quite 
absurd” (Pensées, n. 310). Who could be made to believe that these discouraged men would have been suf-
ficiently united to build up a lie of such dimensions, to proclaim falsely the divinity of the man who had 
misled them? Is it any better to question their mental stability rather than their loyalty? Could they have 
imagined that they saw their Master alive? This explanation does violence to those gospel texts that attest 
the original refusal of the disciples to accept even the idea of his resurrection. Consider the kind of life the 
apostles led: they gave up their employment; they left their own country; they endured poverty, weariness, 
and persecution; and they were called upon to be silent or to submit to a violent death. Yet not one of them 
faltered; they preferred to be put to death rather than to deny their certainty of having seen, touched, and 
heard Jesus Christ during those forty days that followed his resurrection.

That they braved the Jewish and pagan authorities; that they dared to teach a moral doctrine defying 
all the passions of men and insisting on the most austere virtues in its adherents; that they dared to preach 
a religion which scandalized Jewish piety and was pure folly in the eyes of the Greeks — all this was because 
Jesus had given them indisputable proof of his divinity by returning to speak to them after his death, to 
detail their mission and outline their apostolic program. If Jesus had not risen, men would never have 
known the immortal pages of the gospel, and would never have bowed before a cross nor renewed together 
the Eucharistic banquet.
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No explanation

We may go still further. The apostles, as victims of an illusion, might perhaps have succeeded in convincing 
some of their contemporaries, but can it be thought that the legend they peddled would have stood up for 
long to the searching criticism of human intelligence? Would this legend have found many hearers willing 
to submit to the rigorous discipline of Christianity?

The first persecutions of the Roman emperors would certainly have been justified, and the alleged res-
urrection would have suffered the fate of all the other pagan myths.

But the message of the apostles overcame all these obstacles and triumphed over all opposition. In spite 
of contrary forces, it was the starting point of the greatest spiritual development that humanity has ever 
known, and it remains after centuries an inexhaustible source of greatness and holiness. Where does this 
fertility of Christianity come from, if its origin was in the visions of a few overwrought minds?

The beginning of Christianity cannot be explained if Christ did not rise from the dead; its twenty centu-
ries of history defy understanding if Jesus is not permanently in his Church. Admittedly his return to life and 
the nature of his risen body are still mysteries to us, but at any rate the mysteries are in their proper place, in 
that supernatural world that is God’s. Without the resurrection of Jesus, Christianity would be a fact without 
a cause. We accept the only cause that explains it, together with the mysteries involved in it.

On the road which led St. Ignatius of Antioch to Rome, around the year 110, where he was to suffer mar-
tyrdom, that confessor of the faith wrote to the Christians of the countries through which he had passed. 
He, who had known the apostles, joyfully proclaims his faith: “I know and I believe that even after his resur-
rection Jesus Christ had a body.... Peter and his companions touched it, and in the intimate contact of his 
flesh and his spirit, they believed. Thence came their contempt for death and their victory over it.” And 
again: “He is truly risen from the dead; and it was his Father who raised him and who will also one day raise 
us who believe in him through the virtue of Christ Jesus, without whom we do not possess true life!” (Letter 
to the Smyrnaeans 3:1; Letter to the Trallians 9:2)

The apostle who couldn’t believe

By the evening of Easter Sunday, ten apostles and a number of disciples and women firmly believed that 
Jesus had risen. Surely this knowledge would have prompted them to hurry back to Galilee in obedience to 
the angels’ message. Yet, according to St. John, “eight days afterwards, once more the disciples were within.” 
So they were still in Jerusalem! The element of confusion here has led critics to reject the authenticity of 
Christ’s second appearance in the upper room. But their conclusions are based on the assumption that on 
the eighth day after the resurrection the apostles must have been back in Galilee, and therefore could not 
have seen Jesus in Jerusalem.

Let us examine the situation more carefully. An apostle states that on the eighth day he and his com-
panions were still in the holy city and that Christ came to them in the upper room. In order to refute this 
account of an eye-witness, it would be necessary to prove that the presence of the apostles in Jerusalem dur-
ing Easter week was either impossible or highly improbable. However, neither is the case.

We find the apostles again in Jerusalem on the day of the Ascension. If they had left the city on the ninth 
day after Easter, taking into account the time necessary for the two journeys, there were still three weeks dur-
ing which the appearances in Galilee could have taken place. There is nothing impossible about that. The 
probabilities are equally safeguarded. The Jewish Passover festivities in fact lasted for the whole week; the 
book of Exodus (12:14–20) expressly mentions the azymes or “seven days of unleavened bread.” Not all the 
pilgrims had departed in the evening or on the day following the sixteenth Nizan. It may be objected — John 
himself tells us so — that the town was not safe for the friends of Jesus, and that they were “in fear of the 
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Jews” and left as soon as possible. It may be that most of the disciples and the women had returned to Gali-
lee without delay, but their departure does not preclude a decision of the eleven to stay on in Jerusalem as 
discreetly as the situation demanded. We are also confronted with St. Matthew’s statement: “And now the 
eleven disciples took their journey into Galilee, to the mountain where Jesus had bidden them meet him” 
(Matthew 28:16). Yet there is no evidence to say when this rendezvous had been fixed by the Savior, whether 
on the evening of the resurrection or on the following Sunday. Perhaps the apostles had some good reason 
for prolonging their stay in Jerusalem before returning to Galilee. We can at any rate suppose so, moving 
then from a probability to a conjecture close to the truth.

The behavior of the ten apostles on the day after the resurrection can easily be imagined. Joyfully they 
told the brethren whom they met in the city, and who kept cautiously in the background, the now certain 
news of the resurrection. Yet their declaration did not receive unanimous acceptance; the gospels of Sts. 
Mark and Matthew both show evidence of disbelief. But the ten would not reproach anyone for disbelieving; 
had they not themselves on the previous evening rejected the very idea of any such miracle, and had the 
Savior himself not experienced enough difficulty in removing their remaining doubts? Instead, they merely 
tried to convince the others. There happened to be one among these others, Thomas, whose Greek name 
is Didymus, one whose prestige bolstered the position of those who were similarly skeptical. Though the ten 
vainly repeated to him, “We have seen the Lord,” he stood fast in his resistance: “Until I have seen the mark 
of the nails on his hands, until I have put my finger into the mark of the nails, and put my hand into his side, 
you will never make me believe.”

A serious matter

This attitude of Thomas was indeed a serious matter. During the appearance on the evening of Easter Sun-
day, the apostolic college received its mission of preaching the good news of salvation in the name of the 
Messiah, who had entered into his glory. And this first apostolate would naturally be exercised in Galilee, 
where Jesus had the most disciples. Thomas’s attitude, however, prevented them from beginning at once, 
for they were concerned about the appearance of internal dissension. What confusion would arise if one of 
the apostles denied what the others were asserting? It was not an option simply to ignore their companion: 
before going to his agony the Master had strongly insisted that they should remain united. The ten could 
do nothing but wait until Thomas accepted their testimony and pray to the Lord that he would deign to 
enlighten the incredulous apostle. Thus, by a scrupulous respect for the texts and without resorting to any 
expedients, we are in a position to understand why the apostles were still in Jerusalem on the eighth day, 
and to submit that the authenticity of the second appearance, from which we can learn so much, cannot 
legitimately be invalidated.

When speaking about St. Thomas we may well call him “the apostle who was unable to believe.” It 
would surely do him an injustice to suggest that he was unwilling to believe. The clearest cases are often 
also the most complex, and that of Didymus is no exception to the rule. Let us first consider what can be 
said in his defense.

His good will is beyond question. Otherwise Jesus would not have treated him as patiently as he did. St. 
Thomas certainly expressed his demands somewhat brusquely, but this was probably less a matter of pride 
than simply the nature of his character. Some weeks earlier his companions had tried to dissuade the Sav-
ior from leaving his retreat in Perea and returning to Bethany, where Lazarus had just died. “Master, his 
disciples said to him, the Jews were but now threatening to stone thee; art thou for Judaea again?” (John 
11:7–16). But Thomas did not share their cautious approach. Why worry about that! “Let us go too, and 
be killed along with him.” He had not ceased to love the Master, with whom he was prepared to be stoned. 
Whence then his obstinate desire to see the Savior, whom the others said they had seen, if not from some 
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unacknowledged jealousy, which in itself is a proof of love? Deep inside him he was suffering for not having 
seen him, and he ardently desired to do so. Can we be sure that he was not secretly praying: Master, if you 
have indeed risen, let me see you! He wanted to believe, but he could not.

He could not believe, he declared, because he had not seen. Beware of condemning him too quickly 
for a lack of humility; perhaps for Thomas a higher concern and a sense of loyalty were at stake. When we 
realize from their first preaching what great importance the apostles attached to their role as official wit-
nesses to the risen Christ, we have to admit that Didymus would have found himself disqualified, and per-
haps forced to abandon the apostolate, unless he were able to certify personally the fact which would be the 
very foundation of the Church’s teaching. What then were his fellow apostles asking of him? That he would 
return with them to Galilee to attest that Jesus was alive. But how could he testify if he had not seen him? 
His demand does not seem unreasonable, either to the Lord or to the other apostles, from whom he has no 
wish to separate himself. And therein lies the drama. He wanted to remain a member of their company, yet 
he was unable to accept their assurances. Each day that passed heightened the drama. The ten ultimately 
fell silent, for their insistence only hardened Thomas’s inability to believe. Indeed, they were less scandal-
ized by his obstinacy than concerned about his confusion and suffering. But why could he not believe? That 
is what Jesus made clear for us.

Six days of  darkness

Our Lord, in fact, did not show himself to Thomas privately as he had done to Cephas and James. Such a 
favor would have seemed to approve the apostle’s error, for Thomas had to begin by giving assent to the 
unanimous assertion of his colleagues. He rejected their testimony and called for some direct evidence; and 
that is where he made his error. The Lord might have responded immediately to his legitimate desire to 
verify the resurrection personally if Thomas had said: “I believe Lord, help my unbelief.” On the contrary, 
he tried to subordinate his faith to a personal experience, and God does not submit to such compulsions. 
Thomas wanted to establish his conviction by himself, and the Lord left him to himself, that is, to his radi-
cal inability to reach the light unaided. The others quoted to him the passages of scripture that Jesus had 
cited to Cleophas. Thomas examined them but could reach no conclusion, for the texts were open to so 
many interpretations. Six days of solitary research led to even greater darkness. Alone he would never be 
able to believe. For that reason, though not surrendering but perhaps admitting to himself that pride had 
some part in his denials, he joined his companions, those whom Jesus had chosen along with himself, and 
concealed the doubt that was gnawing at him in a silence which the others no longer tried to penetrate.

Then, because Thomas was with them, the Lord returned under the same conditions as on the preced-
ing Sunday, with every door closed, and with the same greeting of peace. The others had spoken the truth; 
and in front of them the doubter would be confounded and make honorable amends. Jesus immediately 
called him by name: “Thomas, let me have thy finger; see, here are my hands. Let me have thy hand: put it 
into my side.” Yes, it was indeed the Lord. More than by his wounds, Didymus recognized him by the way 
he spoke, which was not that of an offended master, but of a sympathetic friend: “Cease thy doubting, and 
believe.” He used the opportunity Jesus was giving him, and he seized the Savior’s scarred hand which gave 
him a certitude that surpassed all the visible proofs. Then grace caused the most splendid faith to burst 
forth from his long-troubled conscience, with its succession of wild desires and stubborn objections. By a 
volte-face which itself guaranteed the sincerity of the erstwhile doubter, like one of those sudden leaps at 
the moment of conversion, he who had strayed from the general belief became the first in the Church to 
declare, “My Lord and my God!”, thus proclaiming not only the divine sonship of the Savior, as Peter had 
done at Caesarea, but his full and complete divinity. How great must have been the joy of the ten at the 
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sudden change in their brother’s attitude! Instantly their concern vanished. They had indeed done well in 
delaying their return to Galilee: Thomas’s experience would henceforth be the answer to all doubters.

But incidents of this kind could not be tolerated again; nor could private judgment be allowed the right 
to prevail against the judgment of the Church: “Thou has learned to believe, Thomas, because thou hast 
seen me. Blessed are those who have not seen, and yet have learned to believe.” So it was to be for the mil-
lions of faithful who were to come, who would believe in the resurrection on the word of witnesses. Jesus did 
not say that we should be more blessed than the apostles who had seen him, but that we should share their 
blessedness. Our blessedness would equal theirs because our faith would be the same.

We might reasonably suppose that the appearance on the eighth day was the occasion for the Savior 
to complete his instructions to the apostles. St. John’s account stops at the lesson so that Christians might 
meditate upon it.

My Lord and my God! How true it is that a convert always maintains the marks of his character. Thomas’s 
strong personality showed equal determination both when he defiantly said, “I shall not believe,” and when 
he made his act of adoration, “My Lord and my God!” It is impossible to eliminate the self from the context 
of religion, for religion necessarily entails the two terms, God and self. We are not surprised that Thomas 
should have wanted to see the risen Savior in person; his error and his misfortune lay in expecting noth-
ing beyond his own experience. Has not the apostle a counterpart, a twin brother (Thomas, like Didymus, 
means “twin”) among us? We must avoid at least the stumbling block on which he tripped. We shall be 
strong, active Christians only if we have personal convictions on religious matters. But in our search for 
truth we must not rely exclusively on our personal judgment.

The text of the gospel is very suggestive. On the evening of Easter day, “Thomas was not with them,” 
though likely through no fault of his own. Nevertheless, the fact remains that he was absent. Eight days later, 
“Thomas was with them.” Let us apply this to ourselves. We shall reach complete Christian verity only when 
we think with the Church. Under its protection, “we are no longer to be children, no longer to be like storm-
tossed sailors, driven before the wind of each new doctrine that human subtlety, human skill in fabricating 
lies, may propound” (Ephesians 4:14).

This, you may think, is a contradiction. If I renounce my freedom to exercise judgment, how can I be 
personally convinced? Precisely by not separating yourself from the Church, whose testimony will allow you 
to ground your convictions in certainties. Certainty is not a function of perspective or point of view. A fact 
is certain and a doctrine true independently of one’s faculties of observation or reasoning. The object is 
to recognize truth where it really is to be found; and the Church is the only place where one will find Jesus 
Christ in the fullness of his being and his teaching in its strict exactitude. The Church does not suppress our 
inquiries, she enlightens them; she does not destroy our judgment, but guides it. She curbs our presump-
tion, condemns our prejudices, and points out our error. She teaches us, who have neither seen nor heard 
the Master, what the apostles saw and heard, so that we may enjoy the blessedness of believing.

Those who are unable to believe must not think they can accomplish, by their own power, the work 
of twenty centuries of Christianity. To facilitate their personal efforts to believe, the Church offers them 
the conclusions of her doctors and the experience of her saints. “We do not have two lives,” wrote Blessed 
Frederick Ozanam, “one in which to look for truth and the other in which to practice it. That is why Christ 
does not have to be sought, but shows himself alive in the Christian society around us. He is before our eyes” 
(Letters 2:384).

Those who are still saddened with doubt must not simply leave, slamming the door behind them; they 
must stay with their brothers in the bosom of the Church. If they cannot yet, or anymore, think like them, 
they can at least live like them. He who does good is practicing the truth, and Jesus said: “[T]he man whose 
life is true comes to the light” (John 3:21). They must still try to pray with their brothers and repeat the 
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prayer of the apostle who nearly abandoned everything. Perhaps the words of his invocation do not corre-
spond to their present feelings; they should nonetheless be said, by way of a reminder, or better still as an act 
of hope. If a man wants to believe, the Lord will help him to find the light in his Church, in his own good 
time, so that without any reservation, he too will exclaim with all his heart, “My Lord and my God!”
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