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Is Jesus a nice person?  In popular culture, Jesus looks serene and somewhat other-worldly.  He 
is gentle with children and is depicted as the kind shepherd, tending the lambs.  Church 
people—especially in White American culture—generally like “nice Jesus.”  We tend to forget 
about or ignore the other parts of him.  And I can’t tell you how many children’s messages I 
have heard where the take home message is, and I paraphrase, “Be nice.” 
 
But if you read the Gospels, really read and absorb them, I don’t think you find “nice Jesus.”  
Jesus is compassionate, Spirit-filled, wise, amazing, prayerful, astonishing, gentle, 
understanding, healing, forgiving.  But nice?  I don’t think so.  He’s also confrontational, 
humorous, unexpected, angry, pained, grieving, challenging, frightening, confusing.  Not nice. 
 
Today’s Gospel passage is a continuation of last week’s visit to his hometown synagogue.  He 
said that the Isaiah promise of a healing, freeing messiah has come true today.  And the people 
wondered that the hometown boy had such words of grace.  But then he sees into their minds 
and hearts and confronts their expectations. He had been in Capernaum, doing miracles among 
the Gentiles.  They would expect that he would do even bigger and better miracles for them, his 
Jewish homies.  They knew him all his life; they were the “in” crowd. 
 
But Jesus says, “Nope, not going there.  I came primarily for the outcasts, the Gentiles, the 
poor, the imprisoned.  The out crowd.  Didn’t you hear the message from Isaiah?  You don’t get 
special favors, because you are already the in-crowd.”  And they don’t like this one bit.  They 
gang up on him and try to throw him over a cliff.  But he goes on his way. 
 
They say that Jesus came to comfort the afflicted and afflict the comfortable.  You might also 
say that Jesus came to bring the out-crowd in and to leave the in-crowd out.  And if you’re in 
the in crowd, you don’t like that one bit.   
 
Imagine Jesus here in the pulpit of St. John’s.  We have heard that he was doing miracles in New 
Bedford among undocumented Guatemalan immigrants,  and in Boston among homeless drug 
users.  What would he say to us?  “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me to . .  ,This has been 
fulfilled in your hearing.”  Maybe he even quotes from our own Scripture—from the Gospels. 
“Blessed are the poor, the meek, the sorrowful, etc.”  Perhaps we are waiting for him to save 
the church or to heal some people or to congratulate us on what a good job we’re doing.  
Instead he says, “I have work to do” and walks out the door.  Hunh!  I imagine we’d feel 
confused, miffed, maybe even angry and outraged.  We’re Christians!  We follow you!  And you 
can’t even give us the time of day!  You call yourself a Messiah!!   



Jesus is not nice. Jesus is on a mission, on fire with God’s Spirit and passion to let people know 
and experience God’s power and God’s community.  That power and community turns things 
on their head.   
 
What I realize more and more is that I am/we are the comfortable people, the in crowd.  Even 
when I was divorced, unemployed, on Mass Health and food stamps, I was still privileged.  I 
have the advantage of the color of my skin, I am educated, I have a large network of family and 
friends.  I have never truly been “out” and the church I belong to is the church of in.  Which 
means Jesus’ message to us is different than to the outcasts. The message to US is more the 
outrageous, upsetting kind of message.  Because he is not nice.  He is compassionate.  He wants 
us to be whole and healthy and open and humble and live and transformed. 
 
It doesn’t mean that the in-crowd doesn’t suffer pain or trauma.  There is no denying that the 
last two years have been difficult for all of us.  Some of you have lost family members or friends 
to Covid.  Everyone has been affected by the isolation, the disruption of routines, the inability 
to gather to celebrate life events or even to have a memorial service for some who have died.  
If anything, this last year has been even harder than 2020, because we thought with vaccines 
we might be done, but we’re not.  Griefs keep piling up, and life is so so unpredictable.  We 
went through terrific heat waves and choked in the smoke of western wildfires.  The parish lost 
some great faithful lights who died or moved away.  Your rector left, to leave you in yet one 
more transition.  Not even being the in-crowd could insulate us from these many things. 
 
We can’t sail through or ignore them.  We do need to acknowledge the pain and disorientation 
that these have caused.  They are, in fact, an opening in our relatively safe and cushioned 
world, an opening that God can use to help us “get out.”  As is the concern we have about how, 
while God is alive and people hunger for spiritual nourishment, most mainline church pews are 
emptying.  Another invitation to get out. 
 
What is true about St. John’s is that it is a strong and gifted place.  There is heart here, a heart 
for people, a willingness to go the extra mile.  I see that in the staff—Mark, who went miles 
extra during the on-line part of the pandemic, and continued to keep things afloat after Bret 
left and before I came.  Marge, who is the heart and soul of the place.  Elizabeth, who keep the 
parish communications and books humming along and always says, “I’ll do it” and does it.  The 
wardens, Ellen and Karen, who have extra heavy burdens during this transition time, and carry 
them with grace and patience.  Sue, the treasurer, who isn’t just managing finances but 
thinking ahead, and who did yeo-person’s work in getting the rectory ready for renting.  And for 
so many who volunteer their help and leadership in the Thrift Shop, for the Fair, in the Grace 
Center and Action Lunches, Men’s Bible study, choir.  Your energy, insight and faithfulness are 
amazing.  I feel very blessed to be here.  This is a special place.  And yes, a privileged place. 
 



The vestry identified and asked, and we have 8 very fine members who have agreed to make up 
the search committee for St. John’s.  This search committee, in conjunction with the vestry, is 
not going to go by the book.  Because they recognize that there is more at stake than just 
finding a new body to install as rector.  It means wrestling with the very character and call of St. 
John’s in the midst of a changing world.  And they are ready and eager to do it.  To ask hard 
questions, and grapple with the truth, and think outside the box, and discern the Spirit’s 
leading.  It’s going to be an interesting and exciting year!  I can’t wait to see what will happen. 
 
Because I have faith in you.  And faith in God and God’s lively Spirit.  And when I envision Jesus 
standing here, telling us about the poor and the grieving and humble and the broken and the 
lame, the ones he was sent here to heal and bring into the community of God and then walking 
out the door, I feel the shock, the hurt, the confusion that you and we would feel.  There would 
be utter silence.  And then people talking—Hey, wait a minute!  Wait—that’s not what I---  Who 
does he think he is?   And then, I would see Marge or Gwen or Bill or Astrid or Mark get up and 
head towards the door too.  And pretty soon, the whole congregation heading out the door, 
trying to catch up to Jesus.  To go where he is going.  To see what he will do next. 
 
What do you think? 
 
                
 
 


