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The Christian church has many talents.  Throughout history, the Christian church has been, at 

least tangentially, responsible for many social and cultural innovations and 

contributions.  Where would our world be without Handel’s Messiah?  Many of our most 

prominent institutions of education are directly related to the Christian faith—from Elon 

University and Catawba College in our own back yard, all the way to the Ivey League of Harvard 

and Yale.  And of course, though it is always a source of contention and discussion, much of the 

structure of our western legal system can, at least originally, be attributed to notions and 

interpretations of biblical law.  So, the impact of Judeo-Christian faith on western culture is 

virtually undeniable and a source of pride for many.   

  

Another, somewhat less flattering contribution of the Christian faith is the gift, which we have 

shared from the “get-go,” of argument.  Christians, and Christian churches in particular, have a 

long history of heated debate.  We Christians argue about everything, from carpet and paint, to 

wine and grape juice, to abortion and gay rights.  If it is worth arguing about, we will argue 

about it, and if it is not worth arguing about, we will argue about it anyway. And if we don’t win 

the argument, we will go down the street and start a new church. So, it should come as no 

surprise that the Gospel of John is the product of an argument.   

 

As many of you know, the Gospel of John is significantly different from the other gospels. 

Matthew, Mark and Luke (known as the synoptic gospels because the synopsis in each of those 

gospels is essentially the same) were written 40-50 years after Jesus had died, and these gospels 

are primarily concerned with what Jesus did, with what Jesus said, and with what Jesus talked 

about. But the Gospel of John (known as the “spiritual” gospel) is much more concerned with 

beliefs about Jesus and making theological claims about who Jesus was, so the Gospel of John 

makes statements about Jesus that the other gospels just aren’t interested in—statements that 

were problematic then and that are problematic today.   

  

In our passage from John this morning we encounter some of those statements—but first, some 

important context.  First of all, most scholars believe that the Gospel of John was written in the 

mid-90s, some 60 years after the death of Jesus. This gospel was written from within a Christian-

Jewish faith community, perhaps based in Ephesus.  And of critical importance is the fact that 

this Christian-Jewish community was in a profound struggle at the time with the authorities of 

the Jewish Synagogue. Thus, the Gospel of John consistently has Jesus in hostile debates with 

“the Jews,” so John is widely understood to be the most anti-Semitic gospel that we have and it 

has, throughout history, often been used for very demonic, anti-Semitic purposes.  Thus, John’s 

main aim and agenda is to encourage its first century readers—that is, its Christian-Jewish 

readers who were now following Jesus, to believe that Jesus is the Messiah and the only Son of 

God. Additionally, as we read in John 3:18, it John writes that if you (a reference to “the Jews” 

with whom they were fighting) don’t believe in Jesus as the only way to God, you are 



condemned to hell already.  So, the message of John to those Jewish authorities with whom 

they struggled “across the street” was sorry, you’re out of luck.   

  

Now, for some of us, these absolute, exclusive texts of Jesus can be a source of comfort and 

clarity for our faith journey. Yet we must understand that these theological claims about Jesus 

were words widely understood to have been placed in the mouth of Jesus by the writer of John, 

so they were theological claims directed not at the religions of the world today, but directed in 

that first century context at the Jewish authorities in the Synagogue who were giving them a 

hard time. They were arguing, as we do today, about who is in and who is out, and John was 

making these unbelievable absolute claims about who is in.   

  

Now, what is underneath all of this is the reality that when a faith community (wherever it is 

and whatever faith community that might be) is under threat, as John’s was under threat, you 

tighten up the boundaries in order to keep the faithful in and the heretics out.  Consistently in 

our biblical message, whether it be the Hebrew scriptures or into the New Testament, whenever 

there is a threat to the religious community, wherever it is, you start tightening up the 

boundaries of who is in and who is out as an act of protection and reaffirmation of identity.   

  

We are in our nation, and we are in our world, at a very critical and dangerous 

juncture.  ‘Juncture’ is a reference to a particular point in time and we are historically at a very 

difficult juncture. Juncture is also a reference to a place where things join together.  In our 

current historical juncture, saturated as it is with the forces of religion, violence, economics and 

clashing cultural values, whether our juncture in history will be one where humanity joins 

together or one where we all go down in a grand act of self-destruction, may very well depend 

on how we live out understand our faith. 

 

What we know all too well at this point is that when Muslims say they have the only truth, the 

rest of us are infidels. When Jews say they have the only truth, the rest of us are anti-Semites. 

When Christians have the only truth, all others are heretics destined for hell.  This is the 

problem that we are confronting in our world today, and it is a problem that is in our pews and 

in every pew in this nation, and in every synagogue and every mosque.  Everyone wants to claim 

the truth and kill everyone else who doesn’t have it. 

  

The Gospel of John has Jesus saying “I am the way, and the truth and the life.  No one comes to 

the Father except through Me”.  These are incredibly powerful words, incredibly comforting 

words for the Christian community, and if this proclamation is understood as the classic proof 

text for Christian exclusivism - that salvation is possible only through Jesus- then the future of 

our multi-faith nation and world is in real trouble. But if the way of Jesus is the path of death 

and resurrection—that is, the path of dying to an old way of living and being born into a new 

way of living—then we have a chance. Because the “way of Jesus” is not about an exclusive set 

of beliefs about Jesus.  That is not what Jesus was talking about.  The “way of Jesus” is about a 

way of living in which we are transformed, and the world is transformed, not by adopting our 

beliefs but by being inspired by the way we love our neighbor and by the way we love each 

other.  That is what Jesus came to teach.  We are to love one another because we are loved by 

God.  So, this love call puts us in a very, very powerful position and, at the same time, in a very 

difficult position.   

 



The Christian church does, indeed, have many gifts and talents to share with the world, and 

there is a very old conversation going on that we need to be a part of. This October 15th 

through the 18th, in Salt Lake City of all places, will be the 2015 meeting of the Parliament of 

the World’s Religions.  This parliament has been gathering since 1893.  The Parliament of the 

World’s Religions is the oldest, largest, and most inclusive gathering of representatives from all 

of the world’s religions.  Past speakers at this meeting include Desmond Tutu, the Dalai Lama, 

Jimmy Carter, Nelson Mandela, and literally hundreds of other men and women representing all 

the world’s religions and asking the question “How are we going to live in peace?”   

  

That is the question to the human family right now.  How are we going to live in peace?  Of 

course, the answer that we Christians offer is that we are going to live in peace because we are 

going to love each other.  We are not going to demand that other people adopt our ways… and 

if you don’t you are going to hell.  Jesus calls us to love each other—love each other and stop 

insisting that we have the only truth. This is the temptation and deadly flaw of every major 

world religion, to claim that “we have the only truth.” This is the challenge at this moment in 

history—for all people of faith, of all world religions, and even those with no religion at all—to 

find the core seed of love, and to be the core seed of their faith.   

  

So, as Christianity loses its once exclusive grip on American and western culture, the question 

before us is whether we are going to shrink our faith down into a set of exclusive self-righteous 

proof texts declaring that we are right about God, or if our faith in the way of Christ will free us 

up to realize that God is bigger than only one religion.  We are so tempted to put God into a box 

when, in fact, our God is way bigger than any box that we could ever put God into.  Our world, 

as the children sang this morning, is a small world after all.  That is more true now than ever 

before.  Our world is shrinking by the moment, and we must quickly find a way to embrace all 

people and all religions so that we can truly embody the love that we have been called to share.   

 

It is not responsible for us to claim the only way.  That is a claim that only leads to destruction, 

and we must be people who embody the love and peace of Christ. You remember those gospel 

stories with Jesus reached out to the Samaritan woman, his arch enemy, and loved her, and the 

prostitutes and the lepers, and the poor people, and the demonically possessed.  He didn’t care 

about religion.  He cared about love, and healing, and God because he saw God in every single 

person, and that is the challenge of the church these days—to truly see God in every single 

person regardless of their tradition, regardless of their nation, regardless of any worldly 

definition.   

 

God calls us through Christ to love.  Thanks be to God.  Amen. 
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