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Lord, may the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be
acceptable in your sight, our Rock and our Redeemer. Amen.

I feel I must share my heart with you this morning and confess that I get
frustrated with the objection some Christian leaders have toward these words: “I
am the way... No one comes to the Father except through me” (John 14:6). Jesus
said this to his disciples in the most intimate and intense hours of their time
together. It’s his farewell address to them. It’s the last supper, the final hours. Judas
has already left the upper room to betray him, and soon the disciples will scatter,
and Jesus will be taken in chains to be executed. The conversation and the tone
couldn’t be further from a chin-stroking and high-minded speculation about
religious pluralism. And I suspect that in a different moment and setting, if
religious pluralism needed talking about, Jesus would have made a different point.
But in this setting, the last supper, the disciples sit on the edge of their seats, with
great love for Jesus and great sorrow in their hearts, fearing that in the days ahead
each of them would die like Jesus—and it would be very odd for them in that

moment to need a clarification about inter-religious dialogue.



Jesus i1s talking about dying. And he hints at a divine purpose to his dying:
“So that where I am you may be also.” And then he says this crazy thing: “And you
know the way to the place where I am going.” And here, if you’re not paying
attention, you might think, ‘Oh, yeah, all those Christians who think they and only
they know the way to heaven.” But look at Thomas’ revealing response: “Lord, we

don’t know where you’re going. How can we know the way?”

“I am the way...” And the rest is Jesus explaining to them how they know
him and know his Father despite the lot of them feeling like they don’t know what
he is talking about. These words “No one comes to the Father except through me”
— they aren’t a braggy diss of other faiths. And God forbid they should be used that
way! These words are a surprise. They’re a message in a bottle from the far side of
human reality; something we never would have figured out ourselves. You think
you are here to track down and capture the truth. But, surprise!, that’s not how
things are going. The truth is tracking down and capturing you. The truth of Jesus
1s not a set of human ideas to argue, it’s not a human ideal to strive after, it’s not
after all even a set of laws you can chisel on stone tablets. The truth is a real,
living, and active person, and he can be working in you or in the lives of others in

ways completely beyond your knowledge of him or their knowledge of them.

The truth and way and life of Jesus reminds me of digestion! Do you

consciously and intentionally digest your food? The most you might do is try not to



over-eat and maybe relax for a bit after eating. But the real work of digestion is
done no thanks to you. There’s a process, mostly unconscious, at work within you;
it’s just happening, without you really having control over it (assuming a healthy
gut). This is like what’s going on in our relationship with truth, assuming Jesus
really is the truth — truth consisting in his very person as the divine /ogos or Word.
Look, he says, talking about his Father, “From now on you do know him and have
seen him” (v. 7). And the disciples are like, ‘We do?’ Their attitude is anything but
religious arrogance or over-confidence. Whatever the disciples “know,” Philip has

no ‘idea’ that he knows it. But he has been digesting it for years.

Truth, according to Christianity, takes the form of a person, the person of
Jesus Christ. And knowing the person of Jesus Christ is not like any other form of
knowing anything. Because the knowing is not on us. The knowing isn’t ours. The
knowing is done by Aim the person, working in people what we never could have
or never would have done in our own smarts or strength. He is an active power
beyond our five senses and beyond our ideas acting by grace to accomplish what
we could not accomplish by human ‘ways’ of knowing and living. He is the way —
not as one among many different human ‘ways’ but precisely not that, precisely not

a human way of knowing and living.

Now, the concerns about supporting religious pluralism in society (which I

do!), and acknowledging ‘many ways,’ it comes from a good place. It comes from



a desire to no longer judge and condemn people who have other beliefs. And it
comes mainly for Christians who remember what it was like to live in a
predominantly Christian society, in which other faiths and worldviews were treated
harshly. I didn’t grow up in that era. There has been absolutely no social pressure
to follow Jesus for me; it’s only ever been the other way around. But there’s this
concern that to believe Jesus as “the Way” is somehow judgemental and
condemning. And usually a more accepting attitude goes in the direction of saying,
‘you know what, I’ll honour and respect anyone who is a good person, who loves,
who cares, who has commitments, etc. etc.’, and that Jesus’ exclusive claim to
being the truth, is just old-fashioned, symbolic ancient-speak, and those words are

probably a later fiction made up by the church anyway. Fine. Have it your way.

But I’ll admit I’'m frustrated. First, a Christian shouldn’t be judgemental and
condemning in the first place! If you don’t want to be condemning, great! Don’t
be! That would count as obedience. You don’t have to rip the backbone out of
Jesus to be an open-minded person. Second, I’'m not convinced that open-
mindedness is enough to be a truly non-judgemental and non-condemning person.
There usually remains some judgement in our hearts for unethical people, or
foolish people, or people who lack values, people who don’t love, don’t pray, don’t

have commitments, who cheat and lie or violate boundaries.



If you want an example of a truly non-judgement person, take the first
Christian to die for following Jesus, while considering him the only way. The
people stone Stephen. “Lord,” he says, “do not hold this sin against them.” What!
That’s not just open-mindedness. That’s Christlikeness! “Lord,” Jesus said from his

cross, “forgive them, for they know not what they do.”

The grace of God shown us in Jesus is to love and accept us even when we
are, not just far from ‘the way,’ but far from any way. He ate and drank with
outcasts and sinners. He died with criminals. To this day, the risen Jesus still seeks

out some people you couldn’t be in the same room with.

Following Jesus takes more than open-mindedness. That’s the bare
minimum, and I too lament how closed mindedness is something we Christians are
sometimes known for. But Christlikeness is what’s asked of us. And the only way
to Christlikeness is if he, not us, comes to us, and accomplishes something in us

that is not possible any other way.

Thanks be to God. Amen.



