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There’s an old joke about a man who has arrived in heaven, where St. Peter takes 
him on a tour of the “many rooms” there.  First, they see a room full of heavenly 
choirs in beautiful robes.  “The Methodists,” St. Peter says, “they love to sing.”  
Next, he sees a ballroom full of gentlemen and ladies in formal dress, sipping 
champagne out of crystal flutes.  “The Episcopalians,” St. Peter explains, “they 
have exquisite taste.” 

Before proceeding, St. Peter asks the man to take off his shoes, and not to make a 
sound until they pass the door to the next room.  After they’ve gone by the door on 
tip-toe, the man asks, “who was in there?”  “Oh,” St. Peter replied, “those are the 
fundamentalists, and they think they’re the only ones here.” 

I first heard that story with Catholics as the punch-line, and I’ve felt some freedom 
to retell it by virtue of the fact that I heard it told by a Catholic priest as part of his 
homily.  Any religion will fit as the group that thinks they’re the only ones in heaven 
– even Methodists, sometimes. 

The old question about who’s in and who’s out usually leads Christians to the 
lesson we heard from the gospel of John today.  Jesus makes some truly 
extraordinary claims.  He tells his disciples, "I am the way and the truth and the 
life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” (John 14:6)  And if you’re 
inclined to look for a proof-text for the supremacy of Christianity, here it is, in black 
and white.  The only way we will ever see God is by believing in Jesus.  It seems 
the debate is over.  Only Christianity is true.  All other faiths are false. 

For me, there is a tension between these words and something else Jesus says in 
this passage:  "Do not let your hearts be troubled. Believe 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?  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.” (John 14:1-3)   Do you find it ironic, as I do, that in the 
very same discourse, Christ makes both the most inclusive and the most 
exclusionary statements about God’s plan of salvation?  Which is it?  Is eternity 
with God open to people who might now be found “living in all sorts of different 
rooms,” or do only “true believers” need apply? 
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One of my seminary professors used to talk about what he called Christianity’s 
“distinctive weirdness.”  That was his way of expressing the idea that the 
revelation of God in one man within a small and distinct culture, in an ancient time 
and an obscure corner of the world, could be universal for all people who lived or 
would ever live on earth.  In other words, it is the claim that Christ is the only way 
to God.  If you are a Christian who struggles with this notion as I do, the words of 
John 14 that we read today can provide us with something of a challenge in a 
diverse and pluralistic world. 

Is Christ the only way to God?  Jesus starts off today telling the disciples, “In my 
Father's house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going 
there to prepare a place for you.” (John 14:2)  This certainly suggests that there 
will be room for all sorts of people in heaven.  Here, Jesus may well be affirming 
God’s intention ultimately to draw all people to himself regardless of their religious 
faiths and practices.   

There are other indications in John that this might be the case.  In another section 
of John that we read last week, when Jesus is talking about himself as the “Good 
Shepherd,” and the “Gate for the Sheep,” he also says something thought-
provoking.  Jesus tells the disciples, “I have other sheep that are not of this sheep 
pen. I must lead them also. They too will listen to my voice, and there shall be one 
flock and one shepherd.” (John 10:16)  Christ, it seems, has other sheep, perhaps 
some that the disciples don’t even know about.  And he loves them, too.   

The popular interpretation of this passage is that Jesus is talking to a Jewish 
audience, and he is talking about all the non-Jews, the Gentiles, who will become 
Christians.  But I find one thing interesting.  Even though he says that all these 
sheep, of all the other sheep pens, whoever they are, will be part of one flock, he 
never says that they will all be part of one sheep-pen.  I find the idea that God has 
plans for all sheep, everywhere, to be completely consistent with the radical 
openness and acceptance of Jesus’ gospel message.   

But then, Jesus goes on to say, “No one comes to the Father except through me.” 
(John 14:6)  Isn’t he contradicting what he said about all those rooms?  What 
might he mean?  I think it’s possible to take the words of Christ very literally here, 
but it is important to listen carefully to what Jesus is saying.  Let’s look at the 
words in the context of the specific question that Jesus is answering.  Jesus has 
told the disciples that he will soon go to the Father to prepare a place for them.  He 
tells them that they already know the way to the place where he is going.  But the 
disciples protest that they don’t know the way.  “How can we know the way?  
Show us!”   

Jesus answers them, “I am the way…” (John 14:6).  I think this repeated emphasis 
on finding “the way” is significant.  Jesus means that no one comes to the Father 
except through the way of Christ.  Christ isn’t necessarily saying that we come to 
the Father by believing things about him, but rather by living “the way to the 
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Father” that Christ embodied for us.  That way, the way of Christ, is simple to 
explain.  It is the way of death and resurrection.  But it is not only about what 
happens when we physically die.  Christ taught a way of continually dying to our 
sinful selves, and being reborn to God. 

In his book, Reading the Bible Again for the First Time, Marcus Borg tells of a 
sermon delivered at a Christian seminary by a Hindu professor.  “The text for the 
day included the ‘one way’ passage, and about it he said, ‘This verse is absolutely 
true – Jesus is the only way.’  But he went on to say, ‘And that way – of dying to 
an old way of being and being born into a new way of being – is known to all the 
religions of the world.’  The way of Jesus is a universal way, known to millions who 
have never heard of Jesus.” 

As Christians, we claim the way of Christ for ourselves, but we must take care not 
to treat it as our property.  The words, “no one comes to the Father except through 
me” that seem on their face to be so constricting and exclusive are really 
expansive beyond anything we can imagine.  The task for us is to hold tightly to 
Christ, the way, but not so tightly that we forget that God does not belong to us.  
We belong to him.  We must never be so arrogant as to believe that God works 
only in the lives of Christians.  God has sheep who are not of this flock, and he 
cares for them, too.  Jesus said so. 

Ultimately, the most important question is not, “who is going to be saved?”  That is 
a question only God can answer, and it is presumptuous and dangerous of us to 
claim that we know God’s mind on the subject.  But the more important question 
for us to focus on as a community is “How can we as Christians become more 
faithful witnesses to the way, the truth, and the life?”  It is not our job to decide 
whether or not other religions offer a genuine pathway to the life of God.  It is our 
job to hold faithfully to the pathway to which we believe we have been called. 

It occurs to me that as the people of a divided world longing for unity, we might all 
do well to adopt the words of the disciples from today’s gospel lesson as our own 
humble and constant prayer: “Lord, we don’t know the way.  Show us.  Show us 
your way.” 
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