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“This Way to God” 
John 14:1-7 (NRSV) 

Rev. Andy Call 
 
 
When I was a kid, we had a weekly, after school program at the little church next door 

called Kids’ Bible Club. I know, it sounds dorky. But I went every week, along with about 5-7 
other kids. Maybe their parents made them. I liked it. The “club” was run by a retired husband 
and wife team. At the time, they seemed ancient to me, though, looking back, they probably 
were only in their 60s, which seems young from my present perspective. Each week, we would 
gather in the basement meeting room of the church to sing songs, do a craft, and learn Bible 
stories. It was a little bit like Vacation Bible School, only shorter and smaller.  

I still remember some of the songs we sang. One was: 
Jesus and others and you; what a wonderful way to spell JOY. 
Jesus and others and you, in the life of each girl and each boy. 
“J” is for Jesus, for he has first place; “O” is for others we meet face-to-face. 
“Y” is for you; in whatever you do, put yourself third and spell JOY. 
 
We also sang hymns like “In the Garden” and “Savior, Like a Shepherd Lead Us.” We had 

a memory verse challenge each week; if we could recite the verse from memory when we 
returned, we would get a prize…a toy or some candy. I kept my memory verse secreted away in 
the hollow of a tree in the church yard, like a top-secret message. I thought it was cool.  

One of the most memorable parts was the way they told Bible stories. The woman 
leader, whose name I have long forgotten, would sometimes use little puppets to act out the 
stories. That seems ridiculously corny now, and it probably was then, too, but something about 
her voice and her sincerity kept our attention. Sometimes she would use a flannel board. 
Anyone remember flannel boards? She had little figures that depicted Jesus and the disciples or 
Daniel in the lion’s den, or some other story. I remember Jesus as always being depicted the 
same way – long hair, blue eyes, wearing a flowing robe, a benevolent smile on his face. He was 
a very safe Jesus, a kind and happy Jesus, not at all dangerous or controversial.  

It was also around that time that my grandmother gave me a Bible. Grandma was 
deeply devoted to her faith, and she wanted my sister and me to have Bibles of our very own. I 
still have that Bible, the King James Version, in a leatherette, zippered cover depicting Jesus and 
the children. Again, Jesus is happy and inviting, and frankly rather European-looking. The scene 
is pastoral in the artistic sense, with muted, pastel colors, an image that is very tame and 
intended to evoke comfort. Nice images for children, particularly those who look like the people 
on the cover, if our hope is for children to see Jesus as their friend. That can be a good thing. 

Here is the problem: the Jesus I found on the inside of that Bible did not match the Jesus 
on the outside.  
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Don’t get me wrong. Jesus was kind, especially to children. And he was very welcoming. 
But he was not tame, not particularly safe, and he certainly wasn’t of European descent. If we 
rely on the Jesus we encountered as children to carry us through, we miss just how radical 
Jesus’ life and teachings were. We would not be satisfied to settle for a fourth-grade reading 
level or sixth grade mathematics to carry us through life. But, when it comes to faith, many of 
us do just that. We stop studying the Bible after children’s Sunday School or Confirmation. We 
rely on what we hear in worship to cover enough scripture to keep us informed. Or, and this is 
perhaps the most common, we rely on what other people tell us about Jesus as our source of 
information rather than encountering him in the Gospels ourselves. Friends, we need to go 
deeper if we are to mature in our faith and our walk with God. 

Today, is the first in our sermon series for Lent, following Mike Slaughter’s book 
Renegade Gospel: The Rebel Jesus. What is so revolutionary about the Gospel that leads 
Slaughter to call it “renegade,” to refer to Jesus as a rebel? To discover what he means, we 
need to set aside childhood images on leatherette covers or flannel board stories. We need to 
move beyond the Jesus of our imagination – the Jesus that we create in our own image, a Jesus 
that stands behind our political or social views. Over the next several weeks, we are going to 
rediscover the rebel Jesus of the Gospels and the renegade life of faith to which he calls us.  

Today, let us start with this question: who is the Jesus we encounter in the Gospels?  
To the temple and religious leaders of his day, Jesus was a heretic. The fifth chapter of 

Luke tells the story of a paralyzed man and his friends. Jesus was teaching in a house, 
surrounded by many people, including some of the religious leaders. The paralyzed man’s 
friends believed Jesus could heal him, but they could not get in because of the crowds. So, they 
climbed to the roof, tore away the tiles and branches and lowered him down before Jesus.  

When Jesus saw their faith, he said, “Friend, your sins are forgiven you.” Then 
the scribes and the Pharisees began to question, “Who is this who is speaking 
blasphemies? Who can forgive sins but God alone?” When Jesus perceived their 
questionings, he answered them, “Why do you raise such questions in your 
hearts? Which is easier, to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven you,’ or to say, ‘Stand up 
and walk’? But so that you may know that the Son of Man has authority on earth 
to forgive sins”—he said to the one who was paralyzed—“I say to you, stand up 
and take your bed and go to your home.” Immediately he stood up before them, 
took what he had been lying on, and went to his home, glorifying God. (Luke 
5:20-25) 
 
In Matthew, chapter 9, a man who was possessed by demons was brought to Jesus. 

Jesus cast out the demon, to the amazement of those gathered around. But some Pharisees 
nearby said, “By the ruler of the demons he casts out the demons.”  

Jesus healed a man on the Sabbath, breaking religious law (Matthew 12:12). He called 
the temple leaders a “brood of vipers” and “whitewashed tombs” (Matthew 23) When the 
Sanhedrin tried Jesus and sent him to Pilate, the charge was blasphemy (Mark 14:61-64). Jesus 
was a thorn in the side to the religious leaders of his day, a blasphemer, a troublemaker. 

To those who were searching for meaning, Jesus was a counter-cultural wisdom teacher. 
He turned conventional wisdom on its head, redefining faithful living as not simply obeying the 
law but by going beyond to its deeper intent. He taught that harboring hatred in one’s heart 
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was as bad as murder, that lust was akin to adultery, and that we are to love our enemies and 
pray for them (Matthew 5:21-48). He changed the rules…and challenged hearts. 

To the Jewish puppet government, Jesus was a political threat. Herod committed 
infanticide to try to eliminate the threat of the newborn Jesus (Matthew 2). The temple leaders 
plotted to have Jesus arrested and killed for fear of his popularity and power (John 11:45-53). 
To the Romans, Jesus was an insurrectionist. Encouraged by the crowds, Pilate released a 
convicted murderer and leader of a political uprising and executed Jesus instead. 

To others, Jesus was a healer and miracle worker. He healed people of diseases and 
disabilities, physical and mental. (Matthew 8:16, 12:15, 14:14, 14:36) He cast out demons and 
released people from spiritual bondage (Luke 4:40). He multiplied a few morsels of food into 
enough to feed thousands – not once, but twice (Mark 6:30-54; Mark 9:1-9). When the people 
witnessed Jesus’ power, they remarked, “We have never seen anything like this!” (Mark 2:12)  

He gave hope to the hopeless, voice to the voiceless, strength to the powerless. He 
spent time with both the rich and the poor, the insiders and the outsiders, the powerful and the 
lowly, inviting all to follow him and challenging all to reorient their lives to kingdom living. He 
broke down social divisions and demonstrated a radical definition of what it means to be great 
in God’s eyes. “Whoever wants to be first must be last of all and servant of all (Mark 9:35). 

To the people of Israel who would hear, he was a prophet. After Jesus raised a widow’s 
son from the dead, the surrounding crowds called him a “great prophet” (Luke 7:16). An 
impromptu parade into Jerusalem celebrated Jesus as prophet on Palm Sunday (Matthew 
21:11). His prophetic status was recognized even outside of Israel, as confessed by a Samaritan 
woman at a well (John 4:19).  

To the Gospel writers and to those who follow him today, Jesus is the incarnation of 
God. The birth narratives in both Matthew and Luke tell us that, not only was Jesus born in 
miraculous circumstances, but that he is the Son of God. Matthew ties Jesus’ birth to 
prophecies from Isaiah, telling us that he is Emmanuel, “God-with-us” (Matthew 1:23). And 
John’s prologue tells us that Jesus is the incarnate Word, part of God’s eternal presence. “In the 
beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God…And the Word 
became flesh and dwelled among us” (John 1:1, 14). 

Jesus said of himself, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the 
Father except by me.” Christians have sometimes made the claim that this passage points to 
exclusive salvation, that only Christians can be saved. The point Jesus is making here, though, is 
not about exclusivity, but about finding the way to God. At this point, Jesus was concluding his 
ministry and was giving final instructions to the disciples. He had passed on to them the way of 
life that God wanted them to live, because he himself was the incarnation of God in the world. 
He had shown them God’s ways of love and compassion, of restoration and wholeness, and yes, 
even of challenge and high expectations. Essentially, what Jesus said was, “I have pointed you 
to the heart of God. You want to see God? Look at me. Look at the way I have lived and what I 
have demonstrated. This is what God looks like.” Jesus went on to reveal the depth of God’s 
love by giving his life for us. Doing so, he showed God’s ultimate nature as self-giving, self-
emptying, all-encompassing and boundless love. All of us, as Christians, would be better off if 
we spent more energy following Jesus and left the judgment up to God. 

These are but a few glimpses of the Jesus we find in the Gospels. But I can no more give 
you Jesus than a flannel board in a church basement or an ethereal painting. In order to have 
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an authentic encounter with Jesus, you need to find him yourself. Any preacher’s attempt to 
reveal Jesus, no matter how sincere or thoroughly prepared, can only provide part of the 
picture. 

Who is Jesus to you? Are you content with the Jesus of your imagination, or are you 
committed to encountering the Jesus of the Gospels for yourself? Have you sought the Way of 
God to which Jesus points? Have you embraced the Truth of his message of self-denial and 
servant leadership? Do you accept the abundant Life that he offers to those who follow in his 
footsteps? Get to know him for yourself – not just what others say about him, whether in 
simplified Bible lessons or televised worship services or social media.  

Who is this man called Jesus? To really encounter the man, the rebel, we have to meet 
him for ourselves. I invite you to dig into your Bible this Lent, to re-read the words of the 
Gospel, or perhaps read them for the very first time. Find out for yourself what this man Jesus 
has to say to you, the way he invites you to live.  

Only when we see Jesus for who he is – the Son of God who speaks from the margins 
and calls us into radical ways of living and being, will we ever discover the truth of the Gospel. 
Only then can we truly embrace the kingdom living he imagined and proclaimed. Only then can 
we become disciples whose radical witness to the love and grace of God in Christ will transform 
the world. Are you ready to go deep? Are you ready to encounter the rebel Jesus we find in the 
renegade Gospel? He is there, waiting for us. Once we know him as he truly is, we will never be 
the same. Thanks be to God. Amen.  


