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Early in the Gospel of John, the Apostle Philip finds a buddy of his named 

Nathaniel and breathlessly informs him, “we have the Messiah and his name is Jesus of 
Nazareth.”  Nathaniel looks at him skeptically and responds, “can anything good come 
out of Nazareth?” 

 
I have read some amazing things that people have written about Paul in the past 

week, many things new and surprising, but none inconsistent with my own experience.  
Even so, it would be a stretch to compare him to the Messiah.  That said, I can’t help 
think of Nathaniel’s words, “can anything good come out of Nazareth? Can anything 
good come out of Potsdam?  Or Watertown?  Can anything good come out the North 
Country?” 

 
I must confess to you that I spent a good portion of my life in places where people 

actually thought like that.  I grew up in Cambridge and Boston, where it is widely 
assumed that when you cross the Route 128, the highway that circles the city, you will 
find yourself an intellectual milieu that is simply not up to par.  And later when I lived in 
Manhattan, there was a pervasive assumption that to cross the George Washington 
Bridge, or to traverse north of the Cloisters at the northern end of island, is to be lost in a 
cultural wasteland.  I understand that many in Washington, D.C. have similar attitudes 
about life outside of the “Beltway” that surrounds the nation’s capital. 

 
Nazareth and the surrounding region of Galilee were the North Country of the 

Biblical narrative.  It was inhabited by Jews of questionable pedigree who rubbed 
shoulders a bit too much with the gentile population that spilled over from Lebanon and 
Syria.  Anyone who was anyone was located a hundred miles to the south in Jerusalem, 
which was Boston, New York City and Washington, D.C.  all rolled into one.   

Paul was an unapologetic son of the North Country.  He was at home anywhere – 
Ithaca, Washington D.C., Uganda.  By all accounts he dazzled his sophisticated 
colleagues in the State Department with his wit, his intellect, and his broad and extensive 
reading.  He was at home wherever he went – new places intrigued him -- but he was 
from the North Country.  And he always came back.  It was his desire that this service 
take place here, at Trinity, Potsdam, and not in St. George’s, Alexandria, Virginia, or 
where else found himself worshipping. 

Can anything good come out Nazareth – or the North Country? Of course!  As 
Paul knew perfectly well, it was ridiculous to suggest otherwise.  And Paul himself is the 
ultimate counter-factual to any sort of culturally elitist prejudice against the North 
Country. 

 This past week an informal and wide-ranging Internet community emerged calling 
itself the “Friends of Paul.”  The portrait of Paul that emerges in their stories is deeply 



compelling.  I was not really a “friend of Paul” so much has his pastor.  I liked and 
respected Paul a great deal.  He read more than I do — and that is saying something.  He 
read a lot of theology – and on occasion endeavored to set me straight on point or two.  I 
was left with my head spinning, thinking, “hey wait a minute! I am the one with the PhD 
in this field.”  You could say that Paul more than held his own. 
 
 Paul and I did not always agree – you would expect as much with a person of 
such definite convictions and restless intellect.  A mark of Paul’s character is that when 
we disagreed, we could talk about it; he could accept and respect our differences so that 
as a result we could stand “side-by-side” rather than “over-and-against” each other.  And 
through it all he allowed me to be his pastor.  He often came to me for the things one 
seeks from a priest and pastor. 
 
 Paul was an instinctive bridge builder.  He inhabited a variety of worlds and tried 
to the connect them.  He bridged the global divide between the developing world of 
Africa and the industrialized, rationalized culture of the America.  As much as he loved 
the North Country, he was drawn to a much wider world.  He brought that wider world 
into his work and play when he was here in Potsdam, and it appears that he brought 
something of the North Country with him when he was in Uganda and Nigeria and 
Washington D.C.  Paul was a convinced and articulate Christian.  Yet he was thoroughly  
comfortable in the secular world and was constantly making connections between the life 
of the Church and the secular culture.  He was often impatient with the narrow insularity 
that periodically surfaces in the life of the Church.  At the same time he was forthright 
about his Christian convictions in secular settings where it is often assumed that faith is 
passé.  He was a bridge builder. 
 
 As Paul’s pastor, and without saying more than I should, I was struck by the fact 
that Paul had an extraordinary gift for friendship.  Yet at the same time, he walked alone.  
As Keith Zimmerman put it the other day, “Paul was a solitary man and yet maintained 
deeply personal and special bonds with many in his extended network of both family and 
friends. His familial joys were lived vicariously through the lives of others close to him.” 
 
 Those who were close to Paul know that he would have liked to have had a family 
of his own, but events didn’t work out that way for him.   In a profoundly winsome 
manner, Paul translated his personal losses and longings not only into a rich network of 
friendships, but also into a career that was more career – almost a sort of life mission. 
 
 This may seem an odd statement, but it occurred to me the other day that Paul 
embodied the ideal of a celebrate priest.  I am not a Roman Catholic – obviously – and I 
am not in favor of the rule of required clerical celibacy (though I would certainly say that 
celibacy can be a fruitful vocation for those who feel called to it).  Roman Catholic 
friends of mine have often said that a celibate priest renounces personal intimacy in order 
to devote his full and time and energy to the service of God and others.  And Paul did that 
– though not necessarily by choice.  If nothing else, how else would he ever have had the 
time to read all those books?! 
 



 The fact is: Paul was a man on a mission, a man with a life agenda to improve the 
world in which he found himself.  And he had the vision and the skills to have had 
considerable impact.  His vision was almost utopian – except that Paul was much too 
realistic and practical for that.  He was a nuts-and-bolts person, who sought to bring 
about concrete and incremental change to the world. 
 
 The scripture passages for today come from a list options in the Book of Common 
Prayer.  These particular readings offer a vision of the world that has been set right 
through the redemptive work of the God of Israel.  The first ofthese is the Prophet 
Isaiah’s vision of the Day of the Lord when “the LORD of hosts will make for all peoples 
a feast of rich food, a feast of well-aged wine, when the Lord will “swallow up on this 
mountain the covering that is cast over all peoples,” when he will “lift the veil that is 
spread over all nations” and “wipe away tears from all faces, and the reproach of his 
people he will take away from all the earth.” 
 
 While I balked at comparing Paul to the Messiah, I will venture a bold 
comparison. More than anyone one I have known, Paul unselfconsciously embodied an 
ideal that I personally identify with Martin Luther King – in the sense of one who joined 
a biblical vision of the kingdom of God to a practical and achievable vision for 
transformed society.  As a Christian theologian and pastor, Martin Luther King knew the 
difference between the two.  Yet his confidence that the arc of history moves in the 
direction of justice derived from his confidence in victory of Christ over sin and death 
and the assurance of the coming Kingdom.  The one flowed from the other.  This was 
Paul’s vision and his life – worked out in real life projects and tasks accomplished with 
passion and meticulous self-discipline. 
 
 Yet as a Christian, Paul was a modest man.  He knew his limitations.  He knew 
that our efforts are always incomplete, that even the best and the brightest (and Paul was 
among the best and brightest) are still sinners redeemed by grace.  Paul knew his own 
brokenness – and actively sought the grace of God.  And he consciously looked to the 
day when as Isaiah said, God “will swallow up death forever; wipe away tears from all 
faces.”   
 


