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In my first year as pastor here I was invited to speak in chapel at Southeastern Baptist Theological Seminary in Wake Forest, NC, a few months after that seminary had been taken over by fundamentalist leaders. It was near All Saints’ Sunday, and in my homily, I rolled out a list of my saints, people who have inspired me and showed me the way to God. Those saints included people like Martin Luther King, Jr., Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Mother Teresa, Rabbi Abraham Heschel and Mahatma Gandhi.

After the service the president of the seminary came up to me, shaking his finger in my face. "I didn’t appreciate hearing you mention a Jew and a Hindu in your list. Don’t you know that they will be forever rejected!" Somewhat taken aback, I asked, "Why?" He said, "Because they rejected Jesus. Jesus is the only way to God. It’s in the Bible: ‘No one comes to the Father but by me.’" I said to him, "Sir, there are Jews and Hindus who remind me very much of Jesus. They may live more like Christians than many Christians. You and I have an honest disagreement." He shook his head and walked away.

That interchange focused for me the dilemma posed by our text, which gets at the heart of the strife between religious groups. Jesus says in John’s Gospel, "I am the way, the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father but by me." (John 14:6) That comment has caused the followers of Jesus to launch attacks, crusades and inquisitions to put down, abuse, or kill those people from other religious traditions. This one verse of Scripture has given a green light for enormous bloodshed, pain and grief and has tarnished the history of the Christian movement.

How can we understand it? How can we come to terms with these words of Jesus?

One of the difficulties is that any words of Jesus in the Bible tend to be put in red letters. Some of us grew up with a Red Letter Bible, with Jesus’ words in red print. If Jesus said it, we were never to question it. "He said it. I believe it. That settles it." But that kind of rigid thinking keeps us stuck in a closed mindset: Christianity is the ONLY way to God. It’s exclusive; everybody else is either called demonic or consigned to eternal punishment. In other words, it’s all or nothing. If you don’t come to Jesus, you can’t get to God. If you are a Jew, Hindu, Muslim, Buddhist, Bahai or other religion, you are headed for condemnation. 

How can we reconcile that hard-line thinking with our belief that we are all—ALL people---God’s children? Is God a disapproving parent, an abusive parent? Does God play favorites? Does God like the Christian children best, and only tolerate the Jewish and Muslim children?

Let me be clear that I would prefer for everybody to come to Jesus. I take seriously the evangelical task, to invite people to come to Jesus, to find a new way of life, to live as his disciples. I think Jesus is the clearest way to God. 

But there are also other ways to God. Our Jewish friends have a clear path to God. Our Muslim friends pray to Allah, God. Since there are so many religious traditions, God must love variety. Surely God would not choose one group as superior and consign all other religions to an inferior status. 

Someone has given us the image of God as the great underground stream. All religious traditions are like wells down to the underground stream. There is one God, and many paths to God.

So what do we do with Jesus’ statement in John 14? First, we cannot pull these words out of the context in which they were first used. These words are found only in the Gospel of John, written at least 60 years following the death of Jesus. John’s interpretation of Jesus is shrouded in mystery. John thrived on mystery. He also gave an intimate description of Jesus’ relationship with his disciples, writing about the tender warmth that passed between them. 

In our John 14 text Jesus is preparing his disciples for his departure. He’s giving his farewell words, assuring his disciples that even though he is leaving them, they will all be together again some day. "Don’t let your hearts be troubled," he said. But their hearts are troubled, their hearts are breaking. Jesus is trying to comfort them. "I’m going to prepare a place for you." But Thomas says, "Lord, we don’t know the way." He’s saying, "Show us the way." That’s when Jesus says, "I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except by me."

Barbara Brown Taylor has given some clear guidance about what’s going on here. She tells us that Jesus here is not addressing some interfaith conference with Hindus and Buddhists present. He is talking to his close friends at a tender farewell moment. This language then is "confessional language—love language. Jesus is speaking to a small group of his closest friends on the night before he died.

In this moment Jesus was not addressing Buddha, Muhammad, or Moses. He was up to his eyelids in trying to speak loving words to his brokenhearted friends. He was "giving them everything he could think of to help them survive without him, and he used the singular, exclusive language that people who love so often do. And when John wrote it down, he used that same language too." It’s language like we use in our tender and teary moments: "You are the best mother in the whole world. You are the only man in the world for me. No one has ever loved a child they way I love you."

This is extravagant language, love talk—not objective language to judge other religions or people from other faith traditions. This is language from the depths of relationship, spoken only for love to grasp.

In that moment Jesus might have said, "Friends, God is your only true home. I am one way among many paths to God. You must decide for yourselves which way is best." Would those words have been comforting? If Jesus had said that, these grieving people may have died on the spot from anxiety! He did not say that. He used love language instead. "I am the only one for you. You have made the right choice. No one can lead you to God better than I." (from Barbara Brown Taylor, "The Only Way to God," a sermon at Duke Chapel, May 2, 1999)

And he was right. It helps me enormously to understand that this is love language. If we take these words and try to use them as a club to browbeat people into seeing Jesus as the ONLY way, the superior way, then we turn this love language into polemical talk, debate talk. Then we use it to assert our dominance. Then we turn God’s presence into a fixed truth that is only available to certain persons who call it by the right name. We turn a deep love and faithfulness to God into a narrow loyalty to what I can see in my lens. And then we risk becoming less than Christian. As the seminary president demonstrated, we can be more interested in asserting our dominant view of Jesus than in trying to relate with love and understanding, the way Jesus related to his disciples.

We are not saying here that all religions are the same or that one religion is as good as another. We are saying that Jesus is indeed our Lord and Savior. He is my truth, my life, my way to God. I am committed to following him, to accepting people as he did, across all boundaries. It is because of Jesus and his way of life that I am eager to engage people from other faith traditions. This reaching out to people of other faiths is part of who we are. Our being together can open new insights for all of us. Because of Jesus, I look for compassion and love, whether it comes from a Hindu or a Buddhist or a Christian. Because of Jesus, I have learned that there are incognito Christs, disguised in different religious traditions.

"No one comes to the Father but by me." Here is the conclusion I have reached in sorting out these confessional words. I think Jesus was not offering here some narrow "Come to Jesus or you’re doomed" ultimatum. I think he was saying "No one comes to the Father except by the same way I come to the Father." That is, by a life of prayer, faithfulness and obedience. 

This week I asked Frank LaMaster, our new interim Minister of Christian Education, to help me by double checking this verse in the original Greek. After his research Frank said that the key words are "by" or "through." (No one comes to the Father except THROUGH me.) From the Greek, these words can be translated "except by the way I come to the Father." That understanding makes a great difference!

Once we can see these words as love language, spoken as comfort and assurance, we can begin to see that Jesus was not offering rigid words to slam the door on people from other faith traditions. He was pointing the way for all people to see his life of prayer and faithfulness as "the way" to God, the way to fullness of life. 

Jesus shows us the way, and he is the way we are to love God with all we are and to create right relationships with all people. He is the way to forgiveness, to love for neighbor, regardless of color or ethnicity or religious tradition. Wherever we see sacrifice and unconditional love, we know we’ve found the way to God---Jesus’ way, Jesus’ truth, Jesus’ life.

I believe that Jesus’ presence automatically brings people into a reconciled relationship with one another. Regardless of our faith tradition, Jesus reaches out, offering himself as neighbor, befriending, feeding, showing them what God is like. 

Then perhaps we can see the paradox. Jesus showed us that life comes out of death, forgiveness comes from a cross, and receiving comes through giving. Likewise we can see that other things go together that we didn’t see before. We can walk alongside our sisters and brothers from other faith traditions, and our Christian faith is strengthened and enriched by our engagement with them. And they can be enriched too.

Jesus is the way, and his way teaches us to live in peace with other ways. Jesus came to break down all divisions. He came to be a bridge, not a wall. He came to show the way and be the way to make us all into one people, all God’s children, created to live as reconciled and loving people no matter what our religious tradition.

That, I think, is what Jesus meant when he said, "I am the way, the truth and the life." We all come to God by this way of love and compassion that Jesus has shown us. May we discover that love and compassion in the lives of ALL God’s children.

AMEN.
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