SERMON                                            HIGHLAND                                           5-22-11
                                         ‘HOW CAN WE KNOW THE WAY?’

                                                                                                                        John 14:1-14.

Being a man the last thing I need when traveling is a map. For years when we have traveled Jane, who knows me better than anyone has been the one who always insisted on having maps when traveling. Usually we would get a trip ticket from AAA and Jane would read the directions and insure our safe arrival at our destination, not needing maps it should also be said that I am not terribly good at reading them!

A couple of years ago we were invited to Jane’s cousins wedding in Mt. Holly, New Jersey, which is close to Philadelphia. Upon our arrival we picked up our rental car at the airport, which came equipped with a pre-ordered GPS system, Jane’s idea!
We began our short trip to Mt. Holly. According to the nice lady on the GPS the trip would only take 45 minutes.
All was going well until we reached a roundabout which was under construction. We were unable to follow the nice lady’s directions around the roundabout because the road was closed and so we continued on by ourselves. Of course immediately after we left the prescribed route the nice lady’s voice rather abruptly said, ‘recalculating.’ Then in a few seconds gave us new directions. Unfortunately these directions took us back to the roundabout we had just failed to traverse. We continued on our way looking for a place to turn around and an annoying woman’s voice immediately was heard to shout indignantly ‘recalculating!’

Again new directions were barked out again leading us to, you guessed it, the roundabout!
 The ‘recalculating’ was becoming more and more insistent and annoying which finally led me to pull the plug on the GPS and find a gas station where Jane bought the map, which she reminded me we should have had in the first place as a back up.

How can we know the way?

It is, I believe, a fitting and unsettling question for times such as these.

In the last few years, with no outline, no road map, no blueprint before us, we have found ourselves propelled onto the landscape of economic meltdown, global warfare, and political standoffs.

We are as it were ‘stuck at an impassable roundabout’.
Most of us have not traveled this way before and feel as if we are being swept along in directions without clear courses. We find ourselves on new roads; discover we are in unfamiliar territory, arriving at destinations not of our own choosing.
As we seek to make sense of the landscape we wonder which path to take. Which direction is correct? 
How can we know the way?

How can we know the way?

That is the question the disciples ask Jesus. 
While they have been with Jesus nearly his entire ministry, they do not understand what he means when he speaks of his departure, he told them that where he is going they cannot follow now (Jn.13:36). But then he speaks of places prepared for them. This idea that their communion with him might continue after he is gone baffles them. They fail to comprehend what dwelling places with God have to do with their lives in the present. His assumption that they know where he is going compels Thomas to express their ignorance and uncertainty: ‘Lord, we do not know where you are going. How can we know the way?’ Jesus answer seems as about as helpful as that GPS: he tells them that if they know God, then they know him. But even that is not clear enough.
In a world of GPS, many people continue to prefer maps. They find maps fascinating because they show the relationships things have to each other. Distances and landmarks, choices of routes and other possible destinations, all become clear on a roadmap. Maps locate us in the large scale of things; they remind us that we are not isolated, and that the distance and geography between us has tangible effects on the choices we make.
But what maps don’t tell us is which route to take; we get to make that decision ourselves. And it is that choice that seemed to trouble the disciples as Jesus prepares to leave them.

How can we know the way?

In uncertain times, like those of the disciples and we ourselves, many look for direction and guidance on the way. Jesus declares himself the ‘way, and the truth and the life,’ opening up new possibilities for relationship and communion with him. He speaks about knowing him by his words and works, thus revealing not only himself, but the very heart of God. Perhaps more like a road map than a GPS, Jesus does not declare us lost but instead invites us to the way as a path of action and witness, discovered as we look at him, and as we look like him.
Like a road map, it is the relationship to others that mark the works of Jesus, pointing the way to God. When he fed the hungry, healed the sick, spoke to outsiders, Jesus revealed not only his own loving, justice driven nature but that of God’s. He says to the disciples. If you want to know what God looks like, look at my relationships with others, then you’ll see God. Just as a road map reveals relationships between places and people, our own actions reveal the relationships we have with the world in a way that can point others to God.
We show the way when we incarnate the love and mercy of Jesus in our own lives, in our own surroundings. When we comfort those who have experienced abuse, bring our donations of food for the hungry, give clothing to children who don’t have enough, we become the way for others who are searching for God.
 When we gather for worship, stand for justice, weep with the oppressed, and welcome the stranger, then we are become the path that leads to love, that leads to God. Jesus tells the disciples to believe that he and God are one, but if they cannot, then ‘believe me because of the works themselves’ (v11). Likewise, if others cannot believe the words we say, then the lives we live must point the way.
Friends of ours have lived in their present home for 15 years and yet one of the most popular search engines for finding directions has yet to realize that they are there. 
People looking for their home are quick to point out that they aren’t even on the map!

 While it is merely inconvenient, think how tragic such a reality could be if we who believe aren’t demonstrative enough in our faith to be ‘on the map’. Just as the disciples looked to Jesus to discover the way, others are looking at us today. 
As people of faith, we have a responsibility to translate our belief into action so that others may see what we do and find themselves invited to follow the way.

How can we know the way?

We know the way when we allow our hearts to be captured by the love and grace of God demonstrated in the tangible ministries of Jesus.

We become the way for others when we live lives that incarnate that mercy in the world around us, followers of the way giving light to others on the path.
AND TO GOD BE THE GLORY.                                                                    AMEN.
