Easter 5A - 4/20/08
St. David’s

Last weekend during our church work day, a brilliant group of
those gathered calculated and then laid out the design for our new
labyrinth. For hours, Adrienne, Anna, Ellena, Mary Jewett, Kathalin,
Tammy, Danial and Jean were on their hands and knees, tracing out a
meandering pathway to replicate the eleven circuit labyrinth design
built at Chartres Cathedral near Paris, France in the year 1200.

Then this past Tuesday, | received a call at 7 AM advising me
that the sub-contractors who were chosen to stain the concrete in our
fellowship hall, narthex and outdoor patio had arrived. They were
laying out the design for the stream pattern that will run from our
baptismal font to the outdoor fountains. They were asking for approval
of the concept they had traced before they began.

Like the labyrinth, the idea behind the stream pattern on our floor
is to symbolize the journey of life, a journey that for us is rooted in the
waters of baptism. Therefore, | asked the artists working on our floor
if they would redraw the image to be a bit more meandering,

representing the many twists and turns of each of our lives. If you



have not yet seen the design, head over to the church and check it out.

Despite how beautiful both our labyrinth and stream imagery will
be, no doubt there will be some in Page America who will be offended
by our choice of symbols. For some, the only proper symbol in a
Christian church would be those things that are exclusively Christian.

We might argue that there could be no better symbol of the
Christian life than a portrayal of the notion of journey. We might point
to our sacred text and the many uses of path and road metaphors.

All four of the Gospels depict Jesus’ life as a journey. The Gospel of
Mark is particularly saturated with this imagery, from the opening lines
when Mark quotes Second Isaiah, Exodus and Malachi, seeing John the
Baptist as the one who is here to “prepare the way of the Lord and
make his paths straight.” Jesus’ teaching in Mark frequently uses
walking and traveling metaphors. In Luke, many of the parables like
the Good Samaritan and the Prodigal Son are built around journey. And
in the book of Acts, just two chapters after today’s reading about the
stoning of Stephen, we learn that the earliest name for the movement

that resulted from Jesus was not Christianity, but “The Way.”

2



It seems to me then, that there could be no more powerful
images of who we are at St. David’s then these two journey symbols,
the river and the labyrinth. But the fact remains that many will reject
them. Why? Very simply because of the words Jesus uses in today’s
Gospel to define The Way. “l am the way, and the truth, and the life.
No one comes to the Father except through me.”

Perhaps our bible does use many journey metaphors. But when
Jesus says today that the only path to the Father is through him,
anything that smacks of acceptance of another religion becomes
suspect. Labyrinths have been used as spiritual meditation paths by
many religious traditions, and the concept of the river as journey is
actually more prevalent in Taoism, for example, than it is in
Christianity. In fact, the word Taoism is based on a root word that also
means “the Way.”

In about as uncompromising a manner as possible, Jesus’ words
today seem to state unequivocally that there is only one path to God,
and that is through the very particular route of Christianity. How could
we argue any differently? How can we justify our labyrinth and our

river without rejecting today’s Gospel?
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Jesus’ words today are troubling for some of us on many levels.
For one, it seems so unGodlike to many of us. In the World Christian
Encyclopedia, put out in 2001, there are 10,000 different religions
identified. 150 of those religions are very significant in that they have
a million or more adherents. Is it really a reasonable proposition to
believe that 9,999 of these religions all dead end into nothing? Not
only does that sound like the height of arrogance for a Christian to
believe, but it seems so disconnected from the Jesus we discover in
the rest of the Gospels.

But there is no denying the fact that Jesus’ words today do seem
to suggest that all other religions are a hoax. Perhaps it may seem
impossible to some of us that God could be accessible through only
one faith. But who are we to argue with Jesus? How can we reject
out of hand what today’s Gospel says?

Ah, if it were really only as simple as the bumper sticker
contends. “God said it, | believe it, and that settles it.” The problem
with that logic is that elsewhere in the Gospels, Jesus makes what
seem to be contradictory statements, not the least of which occurs

just a few sentences earlier in today’s Gospel. “In my Father’s house
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there are many dwelling places”, a home for all of you. The fact that
Jesus chooses to compare God’s home to a place with many mansions
or dwelling places suggests that his understanding of God is a
universal one. In God’s house, Jesus seems to be saying, there is a
place for everyone, regardless of how we come to terms with God,
regardless of what faith tradition we choose.

So what is the deal here? Is God’s house a universal one, where
a place is made for people of all faiths and backgrounds, or is the only
way to God through the particular and very specific path of Christ?

There is little doubt where St. David’s stands on this continuum.
We make that pretty clear in the last sentence of our mission
statement. “We share our joy in the knowledge of a compassionate
God who is revealed in many faiths.” As we have discussed, it is not
very difficult to argue for the image of a pluralistic God. But how can
we stand on our mission statement theologically in the face of Jesus’
statement today, “l AM the way and the truth and the life. No one
comes to the Father except through me?”

What has been most helpful to me in resolving this dilemma is

remembering that our lesson today does not come from Matthew, Luke
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or Mark, but rather from the very different Gospel of John. Only in the
Fourth Gospel does Jesus make all those “l am” statements about
himself. That’s because John understands Jesus on a much more
cosmic level than do the other evangelists. Who is Jesus in the Gospel
of John? From the very first words of this Gospel, perhaps the most
poetic words in all of the Bible, the author of the Fourth Gospel
explains what he means when he says Jesus, referring to him as the
Word. “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God,
and the Word was God. He was in the beginning with God...and the
Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen his glory,
the glory of a father’s only son, full of grace and truth.”

Jesus, according to the author of today’s Gospel, was the Word,
the one who was here at the beginning of time, the God of the entire
universe. When Jesus says in the Gospel of John that no one comes to
the Father except through him, he is not referring to himself as the
historical person Jesus who lived in the first century, but rather as the
Word, the God who was here at the beginning of time. He makes this
clear when answering Philip’s question. “Have | been with you all this

time, Phillip, and you still do not know me? Whoever has seen me HAS
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seen the Father. Jesus is the Father in the Fourth Gospel. Jesus is
the God of the universe. According to the author of the Gospel of John,
Jesus is the same God professed by many religious traditions, the one
who was there at the beginning.

Understood in the context of the Fourth Gospel, Jesus is not
making a statement about Christianity as the only path to God, but
rather he is making another universal statement about God’s presence
in all of the cosmos and everyone’s ability to connect with this God
through the Word.

From this perspective, it seems to me that not only are we
building the right symbols for our new church, but that our mission
statement does capture the reality of Christ’s call. We profess a
universal love of God because that is the God we believe is captured in
our biblical tradition as well as our own experiences.

But there is also a major danger in carrying this understanding to
its extreme. In my mind, blind pluralism is just as harmful as an
exclusionary vision of religion, as a my way or the highway
understanding of faith. Believing that Jesus is the only way leads to a

religious bigotry that allows us to condemn others. In its ultimate
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extreme, it will lead to atheism, the understanding that all religions
must be false. But an extreme pluralism takes us to the opposite
place, a belief that all religions must be true.

Last week Michael Mountain pointed out to us that many of the
world’s major religions teach some form of the Golden Rule. There are
other broad similarities when we compare world religions. But the
suggestion that some ecumenists make that all religions are true
because they basically teach the same thing is ridiculous. My
understanding of the nature of God is so different than the Muslim
Imam who spoke before me in Washington, DC in November that you
would wonder if we could possibly be talking about the same entity.
But both he and | profess a monotheistic understanding of God, while
people of the Shinto faith tell us that there are many gods. At the
same time, some of my Buddhist friends profess a non-theism, that
there is no supreme entity at all.

Religious beliefs are not the same and to make believe they are
through an extreme form of pluralism is condescending and patronizing
to people of other faiths. The fact is, we believe different things. Yes,

there may be truths in all of our traditions, but some of the things
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religions teach are patently false, sometimes even evil. We need look
no further than the distorted Islam taught by some terrorists and the
deformed Christianity taught by people like David Koresh to realize
this is true. Some religious understandings are obviously misguided
and harmful. There is nothing true about them.

If we are going to live into the message of Jesus, we must avoid
both these extremes. We must be comfortable with that old bugaboo
word, ambiguity. We must be willing to live into a faith that does not
profess that all other religions are wrong, but also does not suggest
that all religions are true. We need to come to a place where we see
that the particular message and actions of Jesus are what brings us to
God. But at the same time, we need to be willing to learn more from
other faith traditions. We must be willing to live into the universal love
of God while at the same time embrace the particularity of Jesus.

Yes, we share our joy in the knowledge of a compassionate God
who is revealed in many faiths. But the first sentence of our mission
statement is just as true. Christ is the one who has gathered us.
Christ shows us the way to God through his words and his actions. By

following his example, by following the Way, we cannot help but be
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linked to God.

As our symbols inside and outside our new church remind us, we
follow Jesus not through belief in him but through a lifetime of journey.
Jesus makes this clear for us again at the end of today’s Gospel.
“Very truly I tell you, the one who believes in me will do the works that
1 do, and, in fact, will do greater works than these.” That is Jesus’
promise to us. If we follow Jesus’ example while at the same time
embracing a universal vision of God, we actually have the opportunity
to do greater things than even the man Jesus did.

It is a tall order. In our first reading we hear the end of the story
of Stephen, the first person recorded in the Book of Acts, who follows
Jesus’ call to a tee. Stephen spends his life caring for the widows and
the oppressed and it gets him killed. But in the midst of doing so, he
changes the lives of many around him and his actions create a
snowball effect, growing the church of The Way by leaps and bounds.
Just as Jesus described, Stephen followed the example of Jesus, and
accomplished “greater works than these.”

It is the same for you and me. Our journey may not always be

straight and wide. We may feel like we are lost in a never ending
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winding labyrinth. But if we see Jesus as our Way to God, while at the
same time being willing to learn from the other great wisdom
traditions around us, the path to God will always be illuminated and we
will realize that we are, as we heard in First Peter, a royal priesthood,

a holy nation of God’s own people. Amen.
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