
 I have a I confession to make. I have just begun to watch 

Doctor Who. Now, to be honest, I’m not sure what, exactly, I’m 

confessing – that I have just begun to watch a children’s science 

fiction show that follows the adventure of a space-and-time-traveling 

Time Lord, or that, as an Anglophile, I have just begun to watch a 

children’s science fiction show that follows the adventure of a space-

and-time-traveling Time Lord. In the UK, Doctor Who is an 

institution, with self-titled Whovians pledging eternal allegiance to 

their favorite iteration of the doctor (for those of you who are not 

Whovians, the character never really dies; instead, he regenerates into 

the body of a new actor. Brilliant entertainment strategy, this). And 

one would think, with as much as I love all things British, I would 

have gotten into this series a long time ago. I’ve certainly followed 

Doctor Who for years, watching as Brits mourned as their favorite 

doctors came or left the show and watching with particular interest 

in the past year as Jodie Whitaker was named the thirteenth doctor, 

the first woman to ever play the role, something this eleventh rector 

of the Church of the Atonement found particularly interesting.  

 But it’s been only recently that I’ve begun to actually watch 

the show, and I’ve thoroughly enjoyed it. The episode I just watched 

is called “Human Nature,” which features my own favorite doctor, 

the magnificent David Tennant. In this episode, the Doctor and his 

companion, Martha Jones, are being doggedly pursued by a race of 

energy-sucking beastie-weasties. They want to find the Doctor and 

consume his life-force – without it, this parasitic family will die in just 

a few months. In order to escape, the Doctor decides to turn himself 

into a human being, placing his Time Lord-ness, his soul, into a 

pocketwatch. Once he does this, he will not remember who he is, and 

so he tasks his companion Martha with keeping him safe for the 

months required to wait out the beastie-weasties.  

 When we catch up with the Doctor and Martha, they’re living 

as a professor and his servant at a British boarding school in 1913. 



The Doctor only knows himself as John Smith; it’s up to Martha to 

keep Mr. Smith safe until the allotted time is up. In order to do this, 

she regularly consults a video the Doctor made for her before his 

cellular transition and subsequent amnesia. In this video, he tells her 

everything he thinks she’ll need to know in order to keep them both 

safe over the months of waiting – how to interact in this new context, 

how to maintain their relationship so that she can remain close to 

him to protect him, and, most importantly, how to bring him back. 

But, as we’d expect, their perfect plan goes awry, and Martha finds 

herself anxiously scanning the video, trying to find answers to 

questions the Doctor never thought of. Why didn’t you tell me what 

to do if this happens? she asks the Doctor on the screen in frustration. 

 You’ll be relieved to know that even without the video, 

Martha figures it out, saves the day, and that by the end of the two-

episode series, the beastie-weasties are dead, the Doctor is back, and 

all is well in the universe once again. But this morning, I’m 

particularly interested in this video, in the way that Martha keeps 

coming back to this recording to go over her instructions. The 

episode doesn’t show the entire video, but it does show her fast-

forwarding through it again and again, and we’re left with the sense 

that the video is pretty long. The Doctor left her lots and lots of 

instructions – plans for many different contingencies, answers to 

many different what-ifs. He filled in as much information for her as 

he could before he left her alone.  

 If Jesus had made a video for the disciples before he sent them 

off on their own, it would have been much, much shorter. There 

would have been no need for rewinding, just go on your way; don’t 

take anything with you, when you enter a house say “Peace to this 

house,” don’t jump around from place to place, eat what they offer 

you, heal the sick, proclaim the Kingdom of God. His instructions 

are brief and very, very general. The only specific contingency he 

addresses is what to do if the disciples are not welcomed: if they don’t 



want you, he tells them, then wipe off your feet and get on your way.  

 If I were one of these disciples, I would have wanted many, 

many more instructions. I can easily picture myself like Martha 

standing in front of that video winding and rewinding it, looking for 

more answers, and maybe even getting a little frustrated while doing 

it. Hang on a minute, Jesus, where exactly am I supposed to go? Are 

there specific towns you want me to hit? How much time should I 

spend in one place? Is there a plan for us to saturate a particular 

geographical area, or are we being more scattershot than that? And 

what exactly am I supposed to say? What if someone asks me a 

question I can’t answer? What if there’s an ailment I can’t heal? What 

am I supposed to do if a mother wants me to heal her child, but the 

father says no? And how do the two of us work together? Should we 

both preach in the same place, or spread around the town? What if 

we end up having a spat? What if, what if, what if? 

 If I had been one of those twelve disciples, I would have 

wanted a much longer video. Actually, what’s with this “would have” 

language – I do want that, right now. I do find myself wanting more 

instruction from Jesus, all the time. We all do, don’t we? What exactly 

does spreading the Gospel look like? What am I supposed to say? How 

am I supposed to share my faith with people at work – do I pull them 

aside and have a serious conversation, or do I just slip a casual 

comment into a group conversation? How do I explain that I’m 

leaving the Saturday night dinner party early because of church the 

next morning? Do I invite people to come volunteer at Care for Real 

with me because it’s with my church, or do I just offer it as a chance 

for doing good and hope that the church part comes up naturally? 

What do I do if the topic of God or church comes up in my family? 

Jesus, what exactly am I supposed to do? 

 The truth is, we could stand in front of that video all day, and 

we would end up just as frustrated as Martha. Because Jesus doesn’t 

provide instructions for every single scenario we might find ourselves 



in. It just isn’t there – it isn’t in scripture, it isn’t in our liturgy, it isn’t 

even in the Book of Common Prayer. Jesus left no hundred-point 

plan for proclaiming the Gospel; he left behind no 7 Habits of Highly 

Effective Evangelists. One would have thought – okay, I would have 

thought – that if he wanted us to be good at this, he would have told 

us a little more clearly how to be good at it.  

 But remember how I said that Martha Jones ends up saving 

the day? She does, and without any specific instruction from the 

Doctor. It turns out that she doesn’t need any more instructions. 

She’s able to figure things out on her own…because she already knows 

the Doctor so well. She knows him so well that it’s like she can hear 

him talking to her even though he didn’t leave specific instructions 

in the way that she would like. Because she knows him, she knows 

what he would have her do, and because he didn’t leave her specific 

instructions, she can be creative, and to do the things that she’s good 

at – she’s able to save the day in the way that only Martha Jones can.  

 The same is true for the disciples and for us. Jesus send his 

disciples out two by two without many specific instructions because 

he knows that they know him well enough to do well on their own. 

They know what he would have him do, and then they can do what 

they need to do in their own, unique, brilliant, disciple-specific way. 

Of course, the other difference between the Doctor and Jesus (oh boy, 

I can’t believe I just uttered that sentence in a sermon) is that in the 

television show, the Doctor really does go away. He really leaves – his 

soul gets shut down, and Martha really is on her own with only the 

video to guide her. But that is never true for us. Jesus never goes away; 

Jesus is always here, guiding us, instructing us, nudging us and calling 

us in the right direction. When we speak to people about our faith, 

Jesus is with us. When we move into the world, healing and 

proclaiming the Gospel, Jesus is with us. When we find ourselves 

unclear about how to live as a disciple in this world, Jesus is with us. 

Jesus is with us, and he is all the instruction we need.  
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