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The Only Way?

Charles W. Allen

Community of Christ the Servant, Whitewater, WI

6th Sunday after Easter (lectionary for 5th), 1987

John 14:1-12; 1 Peter 2:4-10 


This Gospel lesson is troublesome.  It's been troublesome enough that I've had to postpone preaching on it for a week.  It wouldn't have been my first choice, but it was in the lectionary for last week, and now I feel obliged to come back to it.  Many of you have reassured me that I don't have to follow a lec​tionary, and I welcome the liberty that gives me.  Lectionaries aren't holy writ, and I grew up in a church whose members, for the most part, had never heard of one.  But lection​aries still have their value.  Knowing that other churches are hearing the same lessons gives us a sense of unity with the Universal Church.  More importantly, following a lectionary helps ensure that we wrestle with the whole message of scripture, instead of just staying with our favorite passages.  It's tempting sometimes to follow Thomas Jefferson and compile your own version of the Bible, one that would contain only passages you thought made agreeable sense.  It's a temptation we all fall prey to, but we should never let it take over.  A Bible that only agreed with us would soon become as pointless as a fifth wheel, as shallow as a Hallmark card.  If we're going to have to listen to something let's at least hear something troublesome enough to challenge us.  After all, as Peter hints, sometimes things we may stumble over at first later become the cornerstone of a whole new way of seeing our world.  I've learned to be wary of tossing out passages that don't fit my picture of the Good News, because I've come to believe that the Good News never completely fits any​body's picture of it.  That's what makes it news, even when we think we've heard it all before.  This lesson wouldn't have been my first choice, but I can't afford to ignore its challenge.


At first Jesus' words to us are comforting; then comes that forbidding declaration: "No one comes to God except through me."  We often hear the first few verses of this lesson read at funerals, because it helps to be told there's no housing shortage in heaven.  But is the reason there's so much room finally because only a select few of the world's population will be allowed to enter?  As children many of us got the impression that Jesus wouldn't like us, and God wouldn't either, unless we told him what a great guy he was.  If you didn't think he was that great, or if you hadn't heard of him, you were doomed‑-it was the one thing he'd never forgive.  I remember preachers quoting estimates of just how many people in the world died each minute without knowing Christ.  The numbers were staggering.  (Some​times, of course, the numbers included Christians who didn't use our pet slogans, but they were staggering enough even without those pagans in the church across town.)  We have rebelled against this picture of Jesus, and of God, and with good reason.  We can't believe that their egos are so fragile as to be offended when they don't get the praise they deserve.  And that's not the picture of Jesus John is trying to sketch here, either.  Jesus' claim is troublesome, but let's not let bigoted voices from our past get in the way of its meaning.


Let's remember that the Jesus who says he is the only way is John's Jesus.  John, like any other Gospel writer, wants to tell us what Jesus meant when he taught and acted the way he did.  But instead of writing a tiresome commentary or letting his own voice intrude in the story, he puts his explanation in Jesus' mouth.  When he does this, he's not lying.  He believes his explana​tion comes from the Risen Christ himself, and unless he's wrong about that we really have no reason to object to him having Jesus say things in words that weren't used until John wrote them.  I'm willing to take John's word for where the meaning comes from, so when I say that it's John's Jesus who claims to be the only way, I'm not treating the claim any more lightly than I would treat words I think Jesus actually said during his min​istry.  When I say this is John's Jesus, I want to remind us of all the claims Jesus makes about himself, and the claims John makes about him, in John's Gospel.  This Jesus is the Word made flesh, the Word who was with God and who can be identified with God from the beginning, who has been present everywhere and at every time in all of creation.  This is the Jesus who said so mysteriously "Before Abraham was, I Am."  




If Jesus is all this, we shouldn't wonder at his claiming to be the only way.  What else could he have claimed?  If Jesus is all this, every way to God has to be identified with him.  For what it's worth, a logic instructor would tell you that there's no basic difference between saying "No one comes to God without coming through me" and saying "Everyone who comes to God comes through me."  And that's how we should read this claim.  Jesus said "I am the way, the truth and the life; everyone who comes to God comes through me." If Jesus is God's Word‑-what Greeks called the Logos‑-then there is no time or place where people cannot turn to him, even if they call him by a different name, even if they cannot name him at all.


The way I'm suggesting we should read this lesson isn't very original.  It's really quite ancient.  One of the earliest Church Fathers, Justin Martyr, said much the same thing in the second century of our common era.  Like any educated Greek, Justin thought of the Logos not just as the Word but as Reason itself.  Here is what he said:  "Christ . . . is the Reason of which every [human] race . . . partakes.  Those who lived in accordance with Reason are Christians, even though they were called atheists, such as . . . Socrates and Heraclitus and others like them."  Justin is following John here, and John is only spelling out what the whole church came to see in Jesus' resur​rection:  The life Jesus lived was God's life among us, and God has declared that the life Jesus now lives is at the very center of everything God does, has done, and will continue to do.  Now the one way to God has a name, and we who confess Jesus as the Christ are bound to call all saving acts of God by his name, no matter what others may insist on calling them.  Whatever we have to learn from other faiths‑-and we may have just as much to learn from some of them as they do from us‑-I believe this is the witness we are bound to give.  Only God knows what others' response to our witness may mean, and only God needs to know.


We do learn from other faiths, too.  It's occurred to me that the exchange between Jesus and Thomas sounds remarkably like an exchange between a Zen master and his pupil.  The master holds up a stick and says "What's in my hand?"  The pupil says "A stick," and promptly gets whacked on the head by it.  The pupil hasn't learned yet that some truths are too rich to be told about.  Christians who have carried on dialogues with Buddhists have learned to read some of their own stories with a similar lesson in mind.  Jesus tells his friends that they already know the way to God, but Thomas won't buy it.  There must be some secret formula Jesus hasn't shared with everybody yet.  So Thomas asks, "How can we know the way?  What's the secret?"  And Jesus says "I am the way."  Some truths are too rich to be told about.  Some truths have to stand before us in person.  Some truths are so near to us we can't see them because we're looking farther away.  Jesus says to Thomas, "I am the way," and it's too much for any of them to understand yet.  Surely there's more to it than that.  Surely they need to go somewhere else, to do some​thing more.  Yet Jesus' words insist that nothing more is needed.  They keep looking for the way and don't realize they're already on it.  If Jesus had had a stick he might have done the same as the Zen master.  His friends certainly needed something to jolt them into seeing what was right in front of them.  And the jolt they needed finally came a little later, but not in this story.  Jesus finally seems to realize this is too much too soon.  "If you haven't caught on yet," he seems to say, "at least think about what I've been doing.  You'll find out soon enough what's going on here."  And they did find out, or we wouldn't be here.


There's another Zen story that bears repeating.  A Japanese noblewoman once came to a Zen master to find the way to full enlightenment.  She had already been taught by someone else to pray to the Buddha as often as she could, but this apparently wasn't enough.  Now she wanted to learn more about him and his way.  But the master simply replied, "You are the Buddha."  And suddenly it felt as if her whole being were bathed in light.  Jesus leaves us with words just as astonishing.  "Those of you who believe in me will do what I've done, and more."  Jesus assures us that he is the way, and now he hints that his fol​lowers can also have a turn at being the way.  Do we feel up to such an honor‑-if that's what it is?  Probably not, but we haven't been asked to volunteer.  Somehow or other, we'll be the way whether we want the job or not.  Somehow God is already working through us to heal our broken world, no doubt working just as often in spite of what we do as because of it, but working just the same.  And if we don't look too far away or too intently we'll see from time to time just how God is working.  How can we know the way?  It's right here before us.  Amen. 
