The Right Question.  John 14:1-14, Easter 5-A, 5/14/17

There is an old preacher story that tells of a young man who was facing a great deal of adversity.  At the end of his rope, he decided to consult the Scriptures concerning what he should do.  So he opened his Bible at random, put down his finger, and read the verse to which he was pointing, “and Judas went and hung himself.”  This was a shock and hoping for something a bit more uplifting, he repeated the process.  This time the verse beneath his finger read “go thou and do likewise.”

I love that story because it illustrates importance of being sure that Scripture is answering the question we are asking.  We get into trouble when we take the Bible to be answering a question that the text is not addressing.  So for example, if we think the first chapter of Genesis is answering the question, “How did God create the earth?” we will be needlessly stressed by what sounds like bad science.  But if we understand the questions to be, “Is there purpose in creation and do humans have God-given dignity,” then we will find the Bible’s powerful “yes.”  You have to be sure the text intends to answer the question you are asking.
That is true of the familiar words in today’s gospel lesson.   Our text is part of what is called the “farewell discourse” in John’s gospel.  The farewell discourse was a familiar literary form in the first century, one in which a great leader sums up what has been taught, offers consolation to his disciples, and gives direction for the future.  Plato’s The Trial and Death of Socrates is a farewell discourse which many of us read in high school or college.  In similar manner the imminent death of Jesus is the backdrop of our lesson.  He gathers his disciples before his arrest, reminding them of what he has taught them, preparing them for what is coming, and trying to assure them that the coming separation is not permanent.
‘Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe Thomas said to him, ‘Lord, we do not know where you are going. How can we know the way?’ Jesus said to him, ‘I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.
 And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, so that where I am, there you may be also. And you know the way to the place where I am going.’ in God, believe also in me. In my Father’s house there are many dwelling-places. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you?
We most often hear these words at funerals and they have been the source of deep consolation for many through the centuries.  To those feeling lost and abandoned there is the promise of a welcome home.  To those anxious before the great unknown of death there is the assurance of a guide on the journey.  To those beset by doubts and uncertainty there is a voice which offers clear direction.  We can and should rest in the promise of these words, particularly in times of anxiety and grief.
Yet the pronouncement “I am the way, the truth, and the life, No one comes to the Father except thorough me” are also deeply problematic for many.  Perhaps there was a time, a time when you could go your whole life without meeting someone who confessed a different faith, when these words did not jar your consciousness.  But when you personally know many who sincerely seek God, but do not confess Christ, it is hard to accept such exclusive language.  Do we really believe that the faith we confess is the only way to heaven?….
Which brings us back to being sure that we are asking the right question:  Is Jesus telling the disciples how to get to heaven or is there something deeper and richer going on in this lesson?  Maybe the question is not “How do you get saved and go to heaven” but rather, “What does it look and feel like to be to be saved right now and into the future.”
Poet and theologian Gerhard Frost, tells of walking down one of those long airport concourses.  In front of him was a family, obviously heading out on vacation.  A little girl, who appeared to be about four, was not so much walking as bouncing along.  She was a ball of expectancy and joy.   Periodically, her Dad would call out, “Where are we going?” and she would exuberantly respond, “We’re going to Grandma’s!”  Frost observes, “She didn’t say “to Bismarck” or “Billings,” but “to Grandma’s.” As far as she was concerned, she was going to a person—the place didn’t matter. She was an eloquent witness to the fact that we are at home in those who love us, in people more than places.”
When Jesus says, “I am the way, the truth, and the life” he is not saying that he is a means to an end—getting to heaven.  Rather, he is saying that when we are in relationship with him we already have something precious.  The goal is not to attain a distant heaven, but to know him intimately in the present.  Being saved is less about saying a certain confession, so that the pearly gates will open at our death, than experiencing the all encompassing love of God which will never fail.
Think about the relationships which are most important to you.  You do not love your children or your parents or your best friends to get something from them.  You love them because of who they are—yet out of the loving relationship you share they are delighted to offer whatever they have to increase your joy.  The relationship is what matters; the other things just follow naturally from that.

As Jesus speaks to the disciples he is repeating what he often says in John’s gospel in various ways:  “You can know the love of God right here, beginning right now.  In me God is drawing near, open your eyes and see what is under your nose.  I love you now.  I will love you as I die. And nothing can keep me from loving you in the future.”  
Scholar Gerhard Sloyan puts it well.  He writes that when Jesus proclaims “I am the way, the truth and the life” he is saying, in essence “To be on the way with me is to know the truth of God’s deep love and experience life at its fullest right now.”
Staring into the ominous future awaiting outside that room the disciples did not fully understand what Jesus was saying.  We have the advantage of hearing these words on this side of Easter.  We have seen the triumph of God’s love and have experienced those mystical moments when the Spirit connects us to Jesus in a way we can not quite explain but know to be real.  We are not waiting for heaven.  If heaven is the perfect presence of God we have a taste of in the present each time we read the scriptures, taste the sacrament, or come to God in prayer.  That is good news indeed!....
But still, there is something that still nags us in this text isn’t there?  Do we feel comfortable in saying that our faith is the only path to the presence of God?  In a world where so much violence and dissention wears the garb of religion is there no room to honor those who follow a different path.  Is there a way to be open to other perspectives without suggesting that any path is as good as another.

The key, I think, is to affirm that Jesus is indeed the way, even as we understand  that is different from saying the way is any set of rituals, doctrines, or confessions.  I value all of those elements of Christian practice as signposts along the way, but finally they are valuable because they point me to the distinctive way of living revealed in Jesus.  We glimpse the heart of god and draw near to the holy one to the degree that we follow in that way.  To be on the way is to be gracious as Jesus was, to honor those were struggling, to forgive those who hurt us, to stand for justice in behalf of the most vulnerable.  We bear witness that Jesus indeed the way most clearly when we walk through the world as he did—and graciously recognize fellow travelers seeking justice and mercy who are walking other paths.  

When we are on the way with Jesus we cultivate what Brian McLaren calls, a “generous orthodoxy,” constantly seeking that which we can affirm in another’s journey.  We ask ourselves, as another preacher puts it, “Are there others on the way whose lives bear witness to [Jesus’] works, but whose lips have yet to confess his name—others for whom Jesus is preparing a place, even if religion is not?
The way, the truth, the life—it’s not a set a rules; it’s not a gate to divide us from them; it’s not a theological confession.  It’s a person who invites us to rest in his love and boldly offer it to a hurting world.
