
If you could go back in time, and meet anyone who ever lived, who would you want to meet?

It’s one of those questions that gets asked when a new group of people are getting to know one another, and as a Christian I answer, “Jesus.” After all, can you imagine the opportunity to meet him? To see into those eyes that seem to see everything. To learn from his love first hand, in the flesh. To ask so many questions we all yearn to have answers to. For, as he says in our Gospel reading today, once we have come to him, we have seen and heard his Father; though coming to know Jesus, we come to know God. I confess that I have often been envious of the disciples, who got this chance, every day, for years. As the old hymn says, they got to walk with him and talk with him, and hear him tell each of them that they were his own. Wonderful.

And yet, as this morning’s gospel reading reminds us, not everyone reacted to Jesus that way. An awful lot of people, people from all social and economic classes, for all religious groups, a lot of people who got to meet Jesus face to face and talk with him in person, well, they didn’t like him all that much. The ones who found him confusing, those I understand. Jesus was confusing. “Eat of me and live forever?” Like, huh? He obviously didn’t want his listeners coming at him with knives and forks, so what the heck was he getting at? Or, deny yourself and take up your cross and follow me. Or, the last shall be first and the first shall be last. Jesus was often confusing, and I imagine that if I got that wish to go back in time and meet him in person, I would find him just as confusing as others did.

But then there were the ones who seemed bound and determined, no matter what he did or where he went or what he said, to be offended. To be angry. To gripe and complain. How can he say he’s from heaven, we all know he’s really from Nazareth, and we’ve been there, and Nazareth ain’t no heaven! How can he use the holy name of God, I AM, for himself? That’s blasphemy! And on and on and on it went. People who refused to follow Jesus because he asked too much of them. People who wouldn’t follow Jesus because the things he said were too hard. People who, in the end, would have him killed because he offended and angered them that much.

We all know those people, folks who are seemingly determined to be negative no matter what. Something wonderful happens, and they tell us, “Just wait, we’ll pay for it later with something bad.” Something bad happens and they tell us, “Told you so.” They are invited to an event and they respond with, “I know you only invited me out of some sense of obligation, so I’ll save you the trouble and stay home.” They are not invited to an event and they say, “No one cares about me.”

And I want to be clear, I’m not talking about people here who live with clinical depression or some other mental illness. That is a very different thing, an illness that requires medical treatment just like diabetes or heart disease.

I’m talking about the kind of person that just can’t seem to stop complaining about everything around them. Psychologists today tell us that when we repeat the same message, or the same kind of message, that it is reinforced for us. So the more we tell ourselves that nobody cares about us, the more we come to believe it. The more we complain that a situation is horrible, the more we see the horrible in that situation. And medical studies have shown that being negative actually has an impact on our physical health, lowering our immune system’s defences against disease, and then we get sick, and then we really feel miserable about life, the universe and everything.

I don’t know if that’s the kind of person who were complaining about Jesus, but it sounds familiar. People who just can’t find the good in ANYONE, even Jesus for heaven’s sake!

Think about the tragedy there: Jesus was standing there, right in front of them. He was telling them that he had come from God, that in some way he was one with God, and he was offering them to be a part of that, to take his life into their lives, to bring him totally into themselves, to receive him and allow him to become a part of them, to allow God to become a part of them. And while this might be scary and confusing, it was clearly intended to be a gift, a wonderful offering of himself for all of those who were listening to his words. Long before the last supper (which never actually appears in John’s gospel), long before the Church started to celebrate eucharist and to speak of receiving Christ as the bread in that ritual, Jesus offered himself to all those who would come to him.

And the naysayers, the negative types, responded by nitpicking his words, and taking offence that he would say those things, and questioning his motives, and refusing to believe it.

What a waste. It makes me angry, if I’m honest, that the presence of Jesus was wasted on those people who refused to see him for who he was, who squandered the opportunity to experience his presence. They wasted it.

Yet I wonder how often our own negativity keeps us from seeing the places around us where Jesus is. Sure, we don’t have him as a flesh and blood person in our midst. But he’s with us, regardless. 

If we’re complaining and negative, we get ourselves into that vicious cycle of negativity where the being negative just leads to more being negative. And when all we see is the negative, when all we do is complain, we have a very, very hard time seeing Jesus in our midst.

Because he’s there.

He’s there in all the beauty of this world. In the love. In the help of friends and family when we are having a hard time. In the hand of a loved one. In the smile of a stranger. In the sunrise and the sunset and the stars and the moon. And yes, in those moments when we are weaker than we want to be, when we have to depend on others instead of our own strength, because in those moments we are reminded that we are, all of us, ultimately dependent upon God. 

Jesus is there, right with us, in every place we go and in every circumstance in our lives.

We can be frustrated with those two thousand years ago who refused to see Jesus for who he truly was while he was standing in their midst; but we have to be aware that all too often, we do the same thing. And we can be envious of the first disciples who had to chance to see Jesus right in front of them; or we can rejoice because really, he is standing right in front of us, too.


