Yr A Easter 2017  5:   Sermon John 14: The Way

Pray – Lord may my spoken word be true to the written word and lead us to the living word. Amen. 

‘I am the way, the truth and the life. No one comes to the father except through me.’

Within the Western world of the last two centuries or so, this saying of Jesus has become one of the most controversial. People find it difficult to accept – it feels too exclusive. 

This beautiful passage from John 14, one of Jesus' farewell talks is often used at funerals, particularly for people who have asked for a Christian funeral but are not practicing Christians –this is because in some ways this passage is the most accessible of scripture passages set for funerals. It is comforting for people to hear that there are many rooms in God's house that there is space for lots of different types of people. It is comforting to think that Jesus has prepared a place for their loved one and by implication a place has been made ready for those left behind. 

However, when using this passage for funerals the last bit ‘no one comes to the father except through me’ is often missed off because it is felt to be too exclusive. It is not felt to be acceptable or indeed pastoral for those listening.  

‘I am the way, the truth and the life. No one comes to the father except through me’ – how dare he, people say. How dare John, or the church, or anyone else make such a claim? Isn’t this the height of arrogance to imagine that Jesus or anyone else is the only way? Don’t we know that this attitude has done untold damage around the world, as Jesus’ followers have insisted that everyone else should give up their way of life and follow his instead? Jesus is not unique we hear it said……(pause)

I am not sure what your own view on this is? I have to say I have felt very uncomfortable about this passage myself – I want to respect others’ views and their understanding of God – I would not want to restrict God’s action in our world. 

If you remove Jesus what do you put in his place? 
If we say that ‘all the religions or ways of life are the same really’………which sounds good and democratic - we lose a central aspect of our faith – that we know God through Jesus. (pause) The central argument of John’s gospel and of the whole of the New Testament is that the God of Israel revealed himself uniquely in the person of Jesus (pause) – that Jesus is the incarnation of God. (pause) The idea of a general vague truth, to which all religions bear some kind of incidental witness, is foreign to Christianity. So how to make sense of what Jesus is saying?   

Bishop Tom Wright says this:
‘The real answer is that, though of course it is true that many Christians and churches have been arrogant in the way they have presented the gospel, (pause) the whole setting of this passage shows that such arrogance is a denial of the very truth it’s claiming to present. (pause then slowly) The truth, the life, through which we know and find the way, is Jesus himself: the Jesus who washed the disciple’s feet and told them to copy his example, the Jesus who was on his way to give his life as a shepherd for the sheep. Was that arrogance? Was that self-serving? (pause) Only when the church recovers the nerve to follow Jesus in his own mission and vocation, I suspect, will it be able to recover its nerve fully to make the claim of verse 6 – ‘no one comes to the father except through me’. Unless it does though, it looses its vision of the father which this whole passage sets out before us. Don’t come with a set, fixed idea of who God is, and try to fit Jesus into that. Look at Jesus, the Jesus who wept at the tomb of his friend, the Jesus who washed his followers feet, and you will see who is the true God. That was Jesus’ answer to Phillip. It is his answer to the natural questions that arise in people’s minds today. Only when his followers are themselves continuing to do what Jesus did may they believe when they speak the earth-shattering truth that he spoke’. 

Bishop Tom’s words are hard hitting and true – he has teased out of this difficult passage the point at its heart – that it is the person of Jesus and his actions that lead us to God the father. It is in our following his example, of continuing his actions in our world that will give us entry into the Father’s house. 

As Christians we cannot escape that – it is the truth of our faith. We need to have courage then, (as even Jesus’ disciples did not always get it!) that if we continue to follow the model of Jesus we will be brought to the Father. 

But we also have to know in our hearts that verse 6, ‘no one gets to the father accept through me’ is a deeply inclusive statement not exclusive – it is a way open to all people – it is in fact a deeply universalist approach set within a very particular way of being – denial of self – putting others needs before our own. I think at the start of Christian Aid week that we will as a Christian community shown to the community around us what it means to give up our time and energy for the sake of others and to support the mission of our God who still wants to wash the feet of his people through us. 

‘Very truly, I tell you, the one who believes in will also do the works I do and, in fact, will do even greater works than these, because I am going to the father’. Amen. 



