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Praying	with	Doubt	(Matthew	28.	1-20)	
©	Sarah	Bachelard	

	
I	have	called	this	post-Easter	series	of	reflections	‘Into	Violence	Unrepentant’.	The	

phrase	comes	from	our	Opening	Responses	for	Easter	Day	and	it	names	the	painful	

truth	that	Jesus	is	raised	from	death	into	exactly	the	same	world	that	crucified	him.	

Pilate	is	still	the	governor,	the	religious	authorities	still	act	corruptly	and	without	

compunction	to	preserve	their	power	and	influence,	while	the	daily	life	of	the	self-

preoccupied	crowd	goes	on	as	before.	Whatever	resurrection	means,	it	doesn’t	

magically	mend	the	injustice	of	our	world,	or	transform	the	hearts	of	all	human	

beings.	He	is	raised,	then,	‘Into	a	cold	and	grieving	world’,	‘Into	fear	and	loss	of	

meaning’,	‘Into	violence	unrepentant’	–	and	this	year,	as	much	as	any	other,	we	

know	it	to	be	true.	

	 What	then	does	resurrection	mean?	How	does	it	effect	anything,	activate	

anything	new?	Last	week,	we	reflected	on	how,	for	the	first	disciples,	to	encounter	

resurrection	was	in	the	first	instance	to	encounter,	not	a	triumphant	reversal	of	

fortune,	but	a	kind	of	emptiness.	An	absence.	And	yet,	this	was	not	the	desolate	

emptiness	of	sheer	devastation	and	futility,	but	the	somehow	qualitatively	different	

emptiness	of	the	tomb.	When	the	women	arrive	to	find	Jesus’	body	gone,	it’s	as	if	a	

space	has	opened	up	in	what	had	seemed	a	definitive	closure.	To	begin	with,	it’s	not	

at	all	obvious	what	this	space	is	about.	But	over	time,	according	to	the	New	

Testament	witness,	it	starts	to	seem	the	dawn	of	a	new	set	of	possibilities	for	being.	

It’s	the	availability	of	life	no	longer	wholly	defined	by	the	logic	of	death	and	fear,	but	

somehow	newly	broken	open	to	the	infinite	grace	of	God.		

How	does	this	change	things?	In	human	relationships,	the	power	released	at	

resurrection	seems	to	open	the	old	closed	economy	of	reciprocity.	Assumptions	of	tit	

for	tat,	crime	and	punishment,	dessert	and	reward,	give	way	to	the	free	exchange	of	

forgiveness	and	mercy.	As	Laurence	Freeman	said	in	his	Easter	homily,	in	the	



	 2	

resurrection	‘Karma	has	met	a	higher	law’.1	In	prayer,	as	I	said	last	week,	the	glimpse	

of	the	empty	tomb	invites	us	to	release	habits	of	control	and	the	attempt	to	

manipulate	outcomes	we	predetermine.	Something	is	now	unfolding	in	our	midst	at	

a	completely	different	level	and	praying	with	this	awareness,	from	this	emptiness,	

means	allowing	the	space	of	resurrection	to	expand	us	and	the	field	of	its	energy	in	

the	world.		

At	one	level,	as	you	know,	this	way	of	relating	and	praying	is	extraordinarily	

powerful.	Transformative.	As	we	find	ourselves	drawn	into	it,	we	may	have	a	growing	

sense	of	participating	in	the	creating,	re-creating	energy	at	the	heart	of	life.	Yet	at	

another	level,	how	elusive	this	sense	of	things	can	be.	How	fragile,	how	profoundly	

susceptible	of	doubt.	In	the	face	of	the	brutality	of	business	going	on	as	usual,	the	

ruthlessness	of	those	obsessed	with	wealth	and	influence,	their	readiness	to	deploy	

deceit	and	violence	against	any	who	threaten,	the	emptiness	of	the	tomb	seems,	to	

say	the	least,	inadequate.	And	in	the	face	of	the	helpless	suffering	of	innocents,	the	

call	to	hold	open	space,	and	to	keep	standing	in	the	possibility	of	mercy,	can	seem	

impossible	if	not	downright	irresponsible.		

According	to	Matthew,	even	when	the	disciples	supposedly	‘saw’	the	risen	

Jesus	with	their	own	eyes,	‘some	doubted’.	How	can	this	be?	Is	it	him?	Is	this	for	

real?	Little	wonder,	then,	that	many	of	us	struggle	to	keep	hold	of	resurrection	faith.	

Indeed	to	believe	in	–	let	alone	entrust	your	life	to	–	this	vision	of	an	alternate	reality	

of	goodness	and	grace	breaking	into	this	world	of	ours	sometimes	feels	culpably	

naïve	or	deluded.		

I	imagine	most	of	us	are	well-acquainted	with	this	space	of	doubt.	And,	

building	on	a	long	theological	and	spiritual	tradition,	much	is	said	these	days	in	

defence	of	doubt.	Doubt	implies	a	proper	humility	in	the	face	of	mystery.	It	

precludes	the	blasphemous	and	ideological	assumption	that	God	is	in	‘my	pocket’	

and	fighting	on	‘my	side’	whatever	I	do	or	say.	Doubt	also	implies	a	proper	

awareness	of	the	gravity	of	suffering,	which	cannot	be	explained	away	or	met	with	

																																																								
1	Laurence	Freeman,	‘Resurrection	Day	2026’,	4	April,	https://wccm.org/lent-reflections/palm-sunday-2026-2/	
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some	glib	assertion	that	ultimately	all	loss,	all	hurt	will	vindicated	or	healed.	Doubt	is	

what	keeps	us	honest	–	theologically,	spiritually,	morally.		

It	seems	to	me,	then,	that	resurrection	does	not	save	us	from	doubt.	Rather,	it	

invites	us	to	live	with	it	and	to	pray	from	the	awareness	of	the	fragility,	the	near	

impossibility	of	faith.	What	does	this	look	like?	For	me,	in	part,	it	means	being	willing	

to	be	exposed	to	that	which	shakes	my	faith	in	goodness	and	takes	me	to	the	edge	of	

the	space	I	can	hold.	It’s	not	hard	to	be	exposed	in	this	way.	The	nightly	news,	

podcasts	on	climate	collapse,	stories	emerging	from	detention	centres	and	clinics	in	

war	zones,	journalism	reporting	on	the	most	egregious	corruption	in	business,	

politics	and	arms	trading	–	any	of	it	will	take	you	there.		

Last	year,	I	was	given	a	book	written	by	English	war	correspondent,	Lindsey	

Hilsum.2	It’s	a	compilation	of	her	own	memories	and	reflections	from	three	decades	

of	reporting	on	the	major	conflicts	and	refugee	movements	around	the	world,	

together	with	a	selection	of	poems	that	speak	to	the	horror	of	war.	I	find	it	

harrowing.	Rape,	torture,	displacement,	mass	graves.	A	poem	in	the	book	by	

Palestinian-American	poet,	Lisa	Suhair	Majaj,	begins:	

consider	the	infinite	fragility	of	an	infant’s	skull	

how	the	bones	lie	soft	and	open	

only	time	knitting	them	shut3	

	
This	book	also	records	stories	of	courage,	love	and	selfless	sacrifice.	Alongside	the	

senseless	carnage	and	brutality,	there	are	people	showing	we	can	do	it	differently,	

bearing	witness	to	another	way.	Even	so,	it’s	difficult	to	read	too	much	of	this	at	a	

time	–	and,	like	everyone,	I	have	developed	strategies	for	managing	my	intake	of	

painful	news.	Depending	what	else	is	going	on	in	our	lives,	we	may	have	more	or	less	

capacity	to	attend	to	the	suffering	of	others,	and	that’s	not	bad	–	it’s	important	to	

discern	what	our	capacity	is.	

																																																								
2	Lindsey	Hilsum,	I	Brought	the	War	with	Me:	Stories	and	Poems	from	the	Front	Line	(London:	Chatto	&	
Windus,	2024).	
3	From	the	poem	‘Arguments’	in	Hilsum,	I	Brought	the	War	with	Me,	p.153.	
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Nevertheless,	it	seems	to	me	that	being	a	community	of	prayer	in	this	world	

requires	us	not	to	turn	away	completely	from	the	pain.	Because	true	prayer	descends	

to	the	depths,	it	wrestles	with	evil	and	holds	space	for	the	good.	And	there’s	a	kind	

of	paradox	here.	On	the	one	hand,	resurrection,	the	emptiness	of	the	tomb,	is	the	

source	of	the	Christian	testimony	that	the	love	of	God	opens	space	in	the	heart	of	

the	world	and	in	the	depths	of	its	suffering	and	despair,	rippling	out	in	unseen	ways	

to	create	passages	for	grace.	Resurrection	faith	is	what	draws	Jesus’	disciples	back	

towards	those	who	condemned	and	killed	him,	with	the	offer	of	forgiveness,	

reconciliation,	renewed	humanity.	According	to	Matthew,	as	we	heard	in	tonight’s	

passage,	the	risen	Jesus	does	not	send	his	followers	off	to	a	secluded	island	to	enjoy	

their	spiritual	awakening	as	a	private	mystical	possession;	rather	they’re	

commissioned	to	go	back	into	the	conflicted	maelstrom	of	‘violence	unrepentant’	to	

proclaim	their	faith	in	what	they	have	glimpsed	of	an	alternate	basis	for	life.	And	yet	

(this	is	the	paradox),	it’s	precisely	being	sent	back	–	with	so	little	(really)	to	go	on	–	

that	puts	this	very	faith	at	risk.	It’s	being	sent	back	that	draws	us	to	the	edge	of	our	

capacity	to	hold	space,	causes	us	to	doubt	what	we	think	we’ve	come	to	know.	

So	this	is	where	true	prayer	is	forged.	Prayer	which	is	both	a	yielding	into	the	

emptiness,	an	entrusting	of	that	which	needs	attention	to	the	space	of	God’s	future,4	

and	prayer	which	is	undefended	against	the	horrors	of	our	world,	which	is	raw	and	

self-implicating,	offered	not	from	the	distance	of	relative	existential	safety	but	as	

exposed	and	vulnerable	as	was	Jesus’	prayer	in	the	Garden	of	Gethsemane	and	from	

the	cross:	‘My	God,	my	God,	why	have	you	forsaken	me’.		

Praying	with	doubt,	I	believe,	is	part	of	praying	the	truth,	and	only	this	has	the	

power	to	transform.	And	this	suggests	that	it’s	only	in	risking	our	faith	that	we	truly	

live	it,	and	so	may	come	to	discover	for	ourselves	the	truth	of	Jesus’	promise	to	be	

with	us	‘to	the	end	of	the	age’.		

	

	

																																																								
4	Maggie	Ross,	Writing	the	Icon	of	the	Heart:	In	Silence	Beholding	(Oxford:	The	Bible	Fellowship,	2011),	p.39.	


