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We like St Thomas. He’s the one in John’s gospel who is allowed to ask the tricky questions. He’s the one who wonders, gets confused, tries to unscramble some of Jesus’ more puzzling remarks and actions. It is Thomas who demands evidence of the resurrection and it is Thomas who, in this morning’s gospel articulates this very human question:

“Lord, we don’t know where you are going, so how can we know the way?” 

In fact this is both a statement and a question. Here’s the statement: “Lord, we are confused. You speak in parables. You keep referring to the future in mysterious terms and seem to think we will know what you’re talking about. Well, we don’t.” And the question that follows is: “Given we haven’t a clue, how on earth are we supposed to know which way to go?” We don’t know the destination so how can we know how to get there?

Now this question of Thomas’ is very particular to its context in the gospel of John. We heard part of a much longer passage set at the Last Supper. Jesus is with his disciples in the upper room, he shares a meal with them and he washes their feet. He tells of betrayal and denial by his friends and then he speaks of leaving and returning and his Father’s house where he goes to prepare a place for his disciples so that they can be with him. It is at this point that we get the heartfelt outburst from Thomas: “Lord, we don’t know where you are going, so how can we know the way?” He says, perhaps, what we are all thinking. What way? How do we get there? Typically, Jesus’ answer is not a straightforward set of instructions, not an A to Z map, but this wonderfully rich and suggestive statement, “I am the way, the truth and the life”. The destination is the Father and means by which you get to the Father is through me.

Now before we try and explore what that means, let’s stay with Thomas’ question for a moment. It is a question that belongs to this particular set of circumstances but let’s just lift it out of context for a moment and ask the same question of ourselves and our own set of circumstances: “Lord, we don’t know where you are going, so how can we know the way?” It has a very modern ring to it. In fact, confusion about what direction to take is one of the distinguishing features of our time, particularly confusion in the face of  bewildering choice. We live in a world that is choc a bloc with possible “ways”. You only have to go into any bookshop to see guidebooks about the range of possible ways on offer. Some ways have been around for a time – the great world faiths and the variations on them; some are more recent and many of them are plain barmy. It’s hard to “know the way”, to know what it truthful and what will lead not to death but to life. We have to think about the modern world as a kind of market place in which stallholders compete with one another for our custom by shouting loudest or offering the most glittery and fascinating wares. The modern world comes alongside us and tugs our sleeve and says, “Have you tried this? Why not have a go at that?” Because there are so many choices it is hard to work out what’s true and what’s not. We get suspicious, especially if someone is very insistent that their way is the only way. With such a variety of ways of living, thinking, being, how can one way alone possibly claim to be true?

“How can we know the way?” It’s a very good question. With so many options and possible routes to travel, who can we trust?

So back to Jesus’ words in reply to Thomas’ question:

“I am the way and the truth and the life. No-one comes to the Father except through me. If you really knew me, you would know my Father as well. From now on, you do know him and have seen him.” 

This is what we might call a strong statement. “I am the way … No-one comes to the Father except through me …” A claim is being made here about the truth that fits uneasily into our world of pick ‘n’ mix, DIY spirituality. “If you want to know what God is like, get to know me. Through me you will reach the Father.” So, if the Father is the destination, then Jesus is the only route to travel to get there. Now this kind of talk won’t always go down well. It sounds exclusive and excluding and certainly this text has been used by Christians in the past to rubbish and denigrate the deeply held views of others. If Jesus is the only way then, so the argument has gone, all other ways must be, at best, false and, at worst, positively demonic. Now some beliefs and philosophies are precisely that: they lead to death and not life, they are false and not true. But these words of Jesus are not a big stick with which to beat people who don’t agree with us. These words of Jesus are wonderful good news in a world of confusion and anxiety. In a world that asks Thomas’ question, here is an answer.

Truths about life and about God can indeed be found in all sorts of places. Having lots of choices is not just a bad thing! It can open up new possibilities and new perspectives and, as Christians, we must be humble enough to learn from others and their insights but I believe too we must humbly commend to the world Jesus as the way, the truth and life. Because it is in Jesus that we believe human beings can become what God intended us to be. It has been the experience of the church that in Jesus, God has both made himself fully known in the world and also shown us how to travel in it.

So what, in practice, does this mean? How can we help Thomas out with his question? How can we make sense of this for ourselves and for our friends and neighbours? 

If we want to draw close to God, we will need to know him; enter into a knowledge of God that is like that enjoyed by the sheep and the Good Shepherd who, hearing his voice, trust him. But how can we know God in this way? How do we approach him? How do we get access? How can we be sure that the voice we hear is not false or misleading? How can we be sure that we are finding God? 

The answer is we look at Jesus. In the life, death and resurrection of Jesus we see finally and fully what God is like and this is the big claim: “If you really knew me, you would know my Father as well.” What do we know about Jesus? We know how much he loved, we know how he healed the sick and distressed, how he forgave his enemies, rejected all violence, accepted the despised and his brought to life to those who lived in the shadow of death – this we know about Jesus and so this we now know about God too. 

If we are uncertain about God and how to reach him – we need to look to Jesus because if we know him we know the Father as well.

And then we go further. We go beyond just knowing things about God. We look at Jesus and see in him the Father but when we choose to walk with him in his way, we walk with the Father and by walking with him we come to know the Father and share in his life. This walking with Jesus is a practical thing. It means that we try to love like him, learn to forgive, reject all hatred and vengeance, draw close to those others despise and cast out. The way of Jesus is, of course, the way of the cross; a way of self-giving; a determination to live outside and beyond all the futile cycles of rivalry and violence and instead to live according the commandment to love. It is in this loving and service that we walk with Jesus and find our way to our destination, to the Father himself to whom ….

