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“Topics Jesus Didn’t Cover” 

Text: John 16:12-15 
 
Comedienne Ellen DeGeneres has a new comedy special entitled, “Relatable.”  For someone who 
hadn’t done stand-up comedy in 15 years, she didn’t miss a beat.  There are some wonderful bits 
and great laughter.  I won’t give away any of the material, but after the show, she did a time of Q 
& A with the audience.  One of the audience members was a young teacher who wanted to ask 
about teaching things like kindness and compassion, specifically if Ellen had any suggestions on 
how to do this. 
 
In a bit of unscripted comedy, she began her answer by saying that she definitely believed we 
should be teaching things like kindness and compassion which we can use every day, unlike things 
like science and history.  Apologies to all the science and history teachers…. 
 
She went on to say that she hoped that kindness and compassion were being taught in the homes 
long before students came to school.  But even then, such values should be a part of all that we do.  
Though she didn’t say this, I will extrapolate (a good term I learned from paying attention in 
science) that kindness and compassion should be a part of our school curriculum, our Sunday 
School curriculum, our church board meetings, our politics, our neighborhood associations.  All 
that we do should be opportunities to teach and practice these values together. 
 
But the teacher’s question raises an important truth.  No matter how thorough we are, there are 
always things that time and circumstance do not permit one to teach.  Should children learn how 
to balance a checkbook?  Probably.  Issues about saving money, budgeting, balancing a checkbook 
are important skills to have, but devoting time in class to teaching these things means that other 
values fall by the wayside.  Should children learn how to cook a meal for themselves, sew a button, 
change the furnace filter, drive a stick shift?  Maybe, but most of us would have different skills 
that we would deem important to know.  The best that any education can provide for you is the 
basic skills that you need outside the classroom, whether that classroom is the public school, 
business school, seminary or Sunday School. 
 
I used to have a couple of books on my shelf that shared a similar title.  They were something like, 
“The Ten Things They Never Taught You in Seminary.”  I no longer have these books and cannot 
recall what items they felt had been overlooked, but I seem to recall that they were worthy topics 
and important things that one might need to know in parish ministry.  But, as I stated previously, 
there is no way any school can anticipate all that one will need to know in any vocation or any 
aspect of life. 
 



I doubt that it ever came to anyone’s mind to teach a seminary class about how to respond when 
one of your church members calls to say that their college aged daughter left home for a bike ride 
and hasn’t been seen since.  There was no class about arranging search parties, ministering to the 
uncertainty and the grief the family was facing or being there two years later when their daughter’s 
remains were found in a wooded area.  There are no classes for such things.  How could anyone 
anticipate such things happening?  But what seminary can teach is the importance of being there 
for families in crisis, expressing genuine care, listening for the ways in which the church can help 
and inviting people to respond in meaningful ways.   
 
What seminary class is designed for ways to responds to a parishioner who loudly curses you out 
in the sanctuary?  First of all, that didn’t happen here, but it did happen to me.  Secondly, there 
were contractors working in the sanctuary at the time who stopped their work and were shocked 
at what they heard.  But then for them, what electrician ever had a class saying that when this 
happens, you should go up and hug the distraught pastor sitting in the front of the church and tell 
them how sorry you are for them.  No school can teach us all that we will need to know.  The best 
that we can hope for are the basic tools that we can use whatever circumstances may arise. 
 
I like how Anne Lamott puts it in her book “Traveling Mercies.”  She wrote, “It’s funny: I always 
imagined what I was a kid that adults had some kind of inner toolbox, full of shiny tools; the saw 
of discernment, the hammer of wisdom, the sandpaper of patience.  But then when I grew up I 
found that life handed you these rusty bent old tools---friendships, prayer, conscience, honesty---
and said, Do the best you can with these, they will have to do.  And mostly, against all odds, they’re 
enough.” 
 
If we can spend time learning the basics of kindness, compassion, empathy, love for God, love of 
ourselves, love of one another…if we can learn to work with these basic tools, the rest will fall 
into place. 
 
I really think this is what Jesus is alluding to in the reading this morning.  He is looking out at this 
ragtag band of followers and he sincerely loves them.  They are good people.  Not perfect, but 
decent human beings.  He once called them “salt of the earth.”   
 
But now it is almost graduation time, if you will.  They are about to go out on their own.  And 
Jesus laments, “I still have many things to say to you….”  If only there were more time.  If only 
there were other opportunities to prepare them for what they are about to face in the world.  “I 
have so many other things to say to you….” 
 
At some point, however, he has to let them go.  He has taught them one on one, encouraging them 
to love one another.  Showing them how to recognize that people are carrying so much hurt and 
shame that if we can help them forgive one another, forgive themselves, this will be an incredible 
gift to share with the world.   
 
He has shown them how to put their faith into practice.  When you see someone who is 
hungry…feed them.  When someone is hurting, comfort them.  When someone is alone, invite 
them to join you for dinner.  When someone is has been treated unjustly, be an advocate for them.  



Jesus has not just given the textbook definitions, he has shown them by example what to do in the 
world around them. 
 
One of the books we are going to read as part of the church book club this fall is Clyde Edgerton’s 
book, “Walking Across Egypt.”  This wonderful novel tells the story about 78 year-old Mattie 
Rigsbee who is living on her own and finding that independence to be more and more challenging.  
Then one day she takes in a self-described juvenile delinquent.  The two become friends and 
discover that they both have something important to offer to the other and something that they 
need.   
 
Mattie’s children are anxious about her taking in this teenager, questioning whether this is a good 
move.  Understandably, they fear for her safety.  Her son tries to convince her to kick the boy out, 
but she can’t do that.  Along with being a helpful act, she feels that it is an expression of her faith 
to help this boy.  Mattie argues that this is her Christian responsibility pointing out that Jesus said, 
“Whatso ye do unto one of the least of these my brethren you do also to me.”  She points out that 
the boy is one of the least of these and needs her love and care. 
 
Her son argues further saying, “You’ve already done for him, Mama.  You’ve already don I don’t 
know what.  Doesn’t the Bible say when to stop?” 
 
Mattie simply replies, “No.  Not that I know of.”  And then she goes back to washing the dishes. 
 
Jesus couldn’t give us all the information for every conceivable situation.  What he did was give 
us the basics.  Love God, love one another.  Act justly and kindly.  And even with these simple 
statements, there is a lot of latitude for interpretation.  We don’t always agree on the right things 
to do. 
 
That is why Jesus continued that statement about having many things more to teach.  He added 
that the Spirit of truth would guide us into all the truth we need.  Our learning doesn’t end.  If you 
didn’t learn how to sew a button in school, there is still time to learn.  If you never learned to drive 
a manual transmission, there are still chances.  Life is not about receiving a piece of paper 
indicating that you have learned everything there is to know and have no further need to learn.  
Life is about a wonderful curiosity that is always seeking greater understanding, pursuing new 
adventures and exploring further unknown territory.  In the business world we call it continuing 
education.  In the church we call it Christian maturity.  There is always something more to learn, 
some new mystery waiting to be unlocked.  And when that mystery begins to make sense, there 
will be another mystery hiding behind it.  Jesus couldn’t give his followers all the wisdom they 
would need nor the answers they might want.  Those original followers didn’t have this and we 
shouldn’t feel bad if our faith is sometimes laced with doubt and uncertainty.  God has given us 
what we needed, the tools to get started in loving and caring for one another and sent us out 
promising that each day, whatever new mystery confronts us, we will discover the things we need.   
 
I like how the late Maya Angelou put it.  She said that when someone would tell her that they were 
a Christian her first thought was, “Already!”  She had been living that faith for decades, but felt 
that being a Christian was not so much a destination, but a lifelong journey.  Every day was an 



opportunity to learn and grow more, but she never expected to reach that place where she had 
everything all figured out.  
 
Friends, do you ever feel like you aren’t up for the task at hand?  Do you ever wish that God’s 
training manual had been a bit more specific?  This is normal.  But there is one final promise of 
hope.  In those times of uncertainty, those moments where we don’t know if we are up to the task, 
Jesus promised his disciples that they would not be alone.  The Holy Spirit, God’s presence with 
us today, would continue to teach us, to guide us, to give us the resources that we need.  Jesus had 
given his disciples all that they needed to get started.  The rest would be figured out by putting that 
faith into practice in their daily lives.   
 
That might seem troubling to some, but I find that to be a very hopeful statement.  If we had to 
wait until we had everything figured out, we would never get to put this wonderful faith into 
practice.  If we had to wait until we were all of one accord and had no differences of opinion, we 
would never move forward as a church.  Although Jesus was longing to spend more time with his 
followers, wanting to impart further wisdom to them, I find his words to be very hopeful and 
inspiring.  He assures those original disciples and the modern ones that he has given us the tools 
that we need.  Trust your faith.  Be generous in your kindness.  Love boldly.  Care deeply.  We 
may never be perfect, but if we do these things, it will always be good enough. 


