
“Do you believe now?” Jesus answers his disciple when they tell him they believe.  “Do 
you believe now?” 
 
When I sat with this passage and listened to Jesus say these words, what I heard in his 
voice was urgency (“behold the hour is coming”) and challenge. 
 
This, after all, is not the first time in John’s Gospel that Jesus asks someone if they 
believe or that one or another of his followers has asserted belief. 
 
In the very first chapter of John, Nathaniel asserts his belief that Jesus is the Son of God, 
an assertion challenged by Jesus, who knows there is no depth to Nathaniel’s statement: 
“Do you believe because I told you that I saw you under the fig tree?  You will see 
greater things than this.” 
 
At the end of the Bread of Life discourse in Chapter 6 of John, Peter confidently tells 
Jesus, “We have come to believe and are convinced that you are the Holy One of God.”  
“Yet,” Jesus replies, “is not one of you a devil,” referring to Judas.  Peter doesn’t really 
get it – a point driven home in Matthew’s Gospel, where Peter’s confident assertion of his 
belief in Jesus is followed by Jesus’ first prediction of his passion.  What is Peter’s 
response there: “C’mon Lord, let’s not have any talk of death.”  Peter wants the wedding 
feasts and the feeding of the multitudes, but not the cross.  “Get thee behind me Satan.” 
 
And then when Jesus shows up after the death of Lazarus and says to Martha, “I am the 
resurrection and the life; whoever believes in me, even if he dies will live, and everyone 
who lives and believes in me will never die.  Do you believe this?,”  Martha replies, 
“Yes, Lord, I have come to believe that you are the Messiah, the Son of God, the one who 
is coming into the world.”  Yet when Jesus calls for the stone to be removed from 
Lazarus’ tomb, Martha’s focus is on the stench that will come when the stone is rolled 
away. 
 
And these are just examples of assertions of belief.  We also in John’s Gospel have 
numerous examples of Jesus’ addressing people’s lack of belief: 
 Nicodemus: “If I tell you about earthly things and you do not believe, how will 
you believe if I tell you about heavenly things?” 
 To some of his unbelieving hearers: “If you had believed Moses, you would have 
believed me, because he wrote about me.  But if you do not believe his writings, how will 
you believe my words?” 
 
Now here we are at the Last Supper, nearing the end of the Last Supper discourses in 
John’s Gospel.  At the beginning of the discourses (which go one for several chapters), 
Jesus asks, “Do you not believe that I am in the Father and the Father is in me?” And in 
this latter part of the discourses, the disciples assert that because Jesus has now spoken 
plainly to them they now believe. 
 
And Jesus says “Do you believe now?”  What I hear in these words is: You’ve walked 
with me for three years.  You’ve listened to my teachings.  You’ve watched me heal and 
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raise from the dead.  You’ve watched me feed the multitudes with a few loaves of bread, 
calm the seas, walk on water.  You’ve experienced my love. 
 
Do you believe now?  Jesus asks, knowing one will betray him. 
Do you believe now? he asks, knowing one will deny him. 
Do you believe now? you who will fall asleep in the garden when I ask you to stay awake 
with me. 
Do you believe now? you, all of whom save John will abandon me as I hang on the cross. 
 
And they all claim “we have come to believe.” 
 
Jesus asks us the same question: Do you believe?  After all you have seen and heard and 
all we’ve been through together, do you believe? 
 
We are as quick as the disciples to say “We believe” or “I believe.”  We do it every week 
when we recite the creed at Mass.  But what do we mean when we say I believe?  What 
does it mean to say I believe? 
 
One possibility is that our assertion of our belief is rote.  We say “We believe” or “I 
believe” because we’re supposed to. 
 
Several years ago, I offered a five-week reflection series on the Creed.  I gave the series 
in three places in the Twin Cities: UST Law School, a Catholic parish in the Southwest 
suburbs, and an Episcopal parish in South Minneapolis.  And the most consistent 
comment I received in all three places was one or another version of, “Gee, you know I 
never really thought about what I was saying when I recite the creed at Mass.  I say the 
words, but I’ve never really reflected on them.”  There is not much value to that assertion 
of belief. 
 
Another possibility is to treat “I believe” as simply an expression of intellectual assent to 
a factual proposition.  So, to take one of the lines in the Creed, “I believe that Jesus 
suffered under Pontius Pilate.”  If all that means is that a Jewish citizen named Jesus was 
arrested and convicted by a Roman official named Pontius Pilate on a given date in 
history, that is not saying much.  It may be a fact subject to historical verification, but so 
what?  It’s like saying I believe George Washington crossed the Delaware or I believe 
Abraham Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation.  Both true enough, but alone 
the assertion of belief says nothing about why that matters. 
  
I think what Jesus is asking when he asks do you believe is something much deeper. 
 
Hans urs von Balthasar once said, “We never believe in principles, but rather, in a single 
reality, which unfolds itself to us, for us, and in us, and is at the same time our highest 
truth and deepest salvation.”  
 
Brother David Steindl-Rast, a Benedictine monk whose writings have been very 
influential to me writes 



 3 

“In the original Latin, the opening phrase of the Creed “I Believe” is one word, 
credo, from which the English word creed derives.  Credo is compounded of cor 
(“heart”) and do (“I give”) and means literally “I give my heart.”  This is an 
expression of faith, not of belief.  The original connotation of “believing” was not 
so different from “giving one’s heart”; the word has the same linguistic root as 
love.”  

 
So when Jesus asks do you believe, he is not asking us to check off a list of propositions 
as to which we give intellectual assent.  He is asking do you give you heart to this?  Do 
you trust it to the depth of your being?  Would you stake your life on it?  Go to the ends 
of the earth to defend it?  Be willing to die for it? 
 
If not, we can say we believe and mean, “I’ll take the wedding feasts and the feeding of 
the multitudes and the healings, but not the cross. 
 
If not, we can say we believe and run from Jesus at the first sign of trouble. 
 
If not, we can say we believe and live our lives in ways that look absolutely no different 
from those who disclaim belief. 
 
What do you mean when you say I believe? 
 
Retreat affords us the time and the space to deepen our lives with God.  To get in touch at 
the deepest level with what it means to say that we believe in Jesus. To, in these waning 
days of the Easter season, deepen our appreciation of what Jesus’ life, death, and 
resurrection mean to us.  To allow that reality to seep so deeply into our beings that our 
lives cannot help but be a reflection of that belief.  [pause] 
 
Now, to be fully transformed is a process, no single retreat is ever enough to get us 
completely there, so let me end on a final note of consolation to us, wherever we are in 
our process: 
 
Immediately following this passage in John’s Gospel is what is sometimes referred to as 
Jesus’ priestly prayer, the prayer to his father that ends the Last Supper.  We will listen to 
that prayer in tomorrow and Wednesday’s Gospels. 
 
Listen carefully to it.  Whatever frustration and disappointment Jesus may be feeling 
toward his disciples, he doesn’t complain to his father about their failings and 
weaknesses.  (He doesn’t say, couldn’t you have given me a better crop of disciples.)  
 
Instead he still claims his followers as his own, telling his father: 
I pray for them 
I protected them 
I consecrate myself for them. 
I have given them the glory you gave me. 
They are your gift to me. 
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I wish that where I am they also may be with me. 
The love with which you loved me may be in them and I in them. 
 
We are reminded here in this prayer, as we are consistently assured, that Jesus is 
infinitely patient and loving. And will never give up on us. 
 
Do you believe now? 
 
  


