Sermon on John 14:1-14

Are any of you Taylor Swift fans? I’m not a Swiftie, but | do sometimes like to listen to her music. Recently,
| can across something that | didn’t really understand — when | was choosing songs for a playlist, | noticed
that often, there were a couple of different versions of the same song — there would be one with just the
name of the song, but then the other version would add “Taylor’s Version” in parenthesis. | listened to
both versions of several songs trying to see what the difference was, and for the most part, each version
sounded exactly the same. As it turns out, a few years ago, Taylor Swift began re-releasing her albums as
“Taylor’s Version.” It was the same songs, the same lyrics, and the same melodies — and that’s because
the point wasn’t to change the songs, it was to change who had control over it. For many years, others
controlled how her music was used. So she decided to reclaim it, not by re-writing it, but by re-owning it.

As | went down this Taylor Swift rabbit hole this week, | couldn’t help but think about this passage of
Scripture that we heard this morning. See, for many years, this passage has been one that has been used
as a tool of control. The words, “l am the way, the truth, and the life, no one comes to the Father except
through me” has regularly been turned into a means of exclusion, as if Jesus is some kind of theological
bouncer, checking off the list of who is in and who is out. And to be honest, for a long time, that was how |
understood this passage. | always heard this passage in moments before an altar call, as a forceful
reminder that if | did not confess Jesus as my Lord and Savior and pray the sinner’s prayer, then | was not
on the VIP list. Maybe that’s how you have heard this passage used as well. But that interpretation is not
what Jesus is articulating here.

So let’s look at the context of this passage. This is a part of what is referred to as Jesus’ Farewell
Discourse, which we find in John 13-17. Jesus speaks these words the night before he dies. Just before
these words, Jesus washes the feet of his disciples, including Judas who will betray him and Peter who
will deny him. He has spoken of their betrayal and denial, and he has shared that he will be leaving. The
room, | imagine, but have been filled with fear, and grief, and confusion. In that moment, Jesus speaks,
saying, “Do not let your hearts be troubled” and “In my Father’s house, there are many dwelling places.”
This is not a boundary-setting speech, it’s pastoral care in the face of fear. It’s words of reassurance. It’s
language that speaks of belonging, of safety, of welcome. The movement of Jesus word’s in this segment
of the farewell discourses is outward, toward making space, not shrinking it, or carefully guarding it.

As Jesus speaks about the dwelling places, Thomas asks a clarifying question — “But how can we know
the way?” He’s not asking a question about who is in or out, he is asking a question about how to navigate
uncertainty. And that’s where Jesus responds, “l am the way.” | am the path to follow. Go where | go and
you will find the way.

But somewhere along the line, this verse stopped being about a path and it became a line on the sand. It
became a tool of exclusion, used to say, “We’re in and they’re out” or “We have God, but they don’t.” It
became a way of drawing hard boundaries around belonging.

Recently, | was sharing with someone over breakfast about my high school and early college days where |
ran around in conservative, evangelical circles. | can look back with some appreciation for those days
because that was where | first came to a personal sense of faith and trust in Jesus, but even then, | didn’t
totally fit the mold. Unlike many of my friends, | didn’t have a conversion moment that | could put a date



and time on. Many of my friends could say, “l was saved on such and such a date at such and such a time
when | gave my heart to Jesus.” For me, Jesus crept into my life somewhat covertly — and one day as |
looked back, | could see that over a period of months, my whole orientation toward Jesus had changed,
and he was in my heart. (In the Methodist tradition, we call that prevenient grace. But | can remember the
pressure | felt from well-meaning people around me to pray a sinner’s prayer —to make sure | was saved —
because Jesus was the way, the truth and the life, and no one comes to the Father except through him. |
needed to make absolutely sure | was on Jesus the Bouncer’s list so | could be on heaven’s VIP list. But is
this truly the extent of the good news? It sounds a lot more like a closed door. All of the focus on simply
praying the right prayer so we can have access to heaven really misses the mark.

These verses have been used to pressure many others besides me to “believe this or else,” to “say this
prayer or you’re lost”, or “agree with us or you don’t belong.” Historically, this text has been used for harm
—during the period of colonialization, it was used to force conversion of both indigenous and enslaved
peoples in the name of “the only way.” It was used to force cultural conformity, dismissing others’ dignity
and traditions, and assumed a religious superiority, a position of moral or spiritual dominance. These
verses weren’t used as an invitation to follow the self-giving way of Jesus, but was instead a tool of
coercion meant to baptize people into Christendom, the unholy matrimony between church and empire.

Today, these verses are also used to police identity, to exclude LGBTQ people, to shame those who
question or doubt, and to enforce rigid theological conformity. Historically and today, this misuse of
these words of Jesus do nothing more than turn faith into fear, compliance, control. But Jesus never
coerces. He only invites. When “the way” becomes a weapon or tool of control, it stops looking like Jesus,
because the way of Jesus is nonviolent, self-giving, and rooted in love.

The perpetual problem is that we often try to reduce faith to a formula: “Believe in Jesus, and that’s it. Say
the prayer, give your heart to Jesus, and that’s all that matters.” That’s the bill | was sold during my late
teen years. There’s no need to love your enemies, or care for the poor, or confront injustice. No need to
embody mercy. | mean, those things were fine, but not connected to recognizing that Jesus is the way. It’s
the confession of our heart and the salvation of our souls for eternal life that really matters. But that
reduces faith to a transaction, rather than transformation. But faith is about so much more than that -
knowing Jesus means living like Jesus. It means trusting Jesus enough to actually do what he says, and to
walk the path he calls us on.

It makes me think of an experience Darick and | had over a decade ago when we were in New York City.
We went to a play featuring Sir lan McKellan and Sir Patrick Stewart (Gandalf and Captain Jean Luc
Picard) and afterwards, we waited outside to meet them. Darick ended up having a really nice
conversation with Sir lan McKellan, which was super cool, and we were both really excited about that
encounter. But after those few minutes, he moved on and we moved on. Now, imagine if, after that
experience, Darick’s whole identity began to revolve around this one interaction with Sir lan McKellan,
and he talked about him as if they were best friends, name-dropping him everywhere, when in reality,
Darick has no real clue about Sir lan McKellan, about where he is, what he’s doing, or what’s important to
him. That interaction was real and genuine, but then there was no further interaction or proximity. In the
same way, we cannot meet Jesus once, say a prayer, and then act like we know him when we do not
maintain that relational closeness, when we do not go where Jesus goes.



So let’s think back to context again for these verses — here, Jesus is washing feet, loving betrayers, and
creating space at the table. He is not controlling access or drawing lines.

When this passage is weaponized, we lose the heart of it. We lose: the tenderness of “Do not let your
hearts be troubled.” We lose the expansiveness of “many dwelling places. W lose the intimacy of “know
me, know the Father.” We confuse comfort for fear.

If Taylor Swift reclaimed her songs by re-owning them, then maybe our work is to reclaim this passage by
returning it to its original purpose: to name a path, a promise, a relationship.

When Jesus says, “l am the way, the truth, and the life,” he is not handing us a slogan that we need to
defend, he is inviting us into a life to be lived. The way is the path he has already walked: a way of self-
giving love, of drawing near to those pushed to the margins, of refusing to return violence for violence,
and of trusting God even when that path leads through suffering. To follow “the way” is not simply to
believe in Jesus, but to actually pattern our lives after his. Jesus loved his enemies, practiced mercy, told
the truth to a world build on violence and power, and chose relationship over control. Yup, if we claim to
follow Jesus as the way, then we are called to those things too. It is a daily, embodied journey, not a line
we cross once, or something we check off a list and say, “done!”

The truth and the life flow out of that same reality. Truth is not just something we affirm, it is something
we embody, revealed when our lives are aligned with God’s love, justice, and compassion. And life, and
this is important, is not merely what comes after death, it is the abundant, relational life that begins now
when we live in that way: rooted in connection to God, open to others, freed from fear and scarcity. To say
yes to Jesus as the way, the truth, and the life is to step into a way of being that reshapes how we love,
how we see, and how we live, until our lives also begin to look like good news.

You may remember back in the fall | did a 4-week sermon series based on Howard Thurman’s “Jesus and
the Disinherited.” In that book he wrote extensively about what it means to follow Jesus not just in belief,
butin lived practice. Thurman reflects on how Jesus’ way speaks directly to those living under
oppression, those pushed to the margins by systems of power. For Thurman, “the way” of Jesus was not
about securing access to heaven, but about liberating the human spirit from fear, deception, and hatred.
He saw Jesus’ life as a concrete path: one that resists violence without becoming passive, one that tells
the truth without surrendering to bitterness, and one that centers love as a force strong enough to
transform both individuals and systems.

But what makes Howard Thurman especially compelling is that he didn’t just write about this, he lived it
and helped shape a movement that did the same. His theology deeply influenced leaders like Martin
Luther King Jr., grounding the practice of nonviolent resistance in the way of Jesus. Thurman understood
“the truth” not as abstract doctrine, but as a way of living authentically before God, and “the life” as a
deep, inward freedom that could not be taken away by external oppression. In him, you see someone
who took Jesus’ words seriously, not as a boundary to defend, but as a path to walk, where inner
transformation and outward justice are inseparable.

So for us to follow Jesus as the way, the truth and the life means we recognize that Jesus is the one who
brings liberation. We don’t use Scripture to draw lines, or to gatekeep on his behalf. We don’t reduce faith
to belief, we live it out. It means we ask, does this look like Jesus? Does this sound like love? Does this



create space for life? If our use of Jesus words lead to exclusion, fear, or control, then we may be quoting
him, but we are not following his way. But take heart — this way of Jesus is not about getting everything
right, but about staying close to him and taking the next step in love. We don’t walk it alone; the Spirit

meets us here, guiding, strengthening, and shaping our lives into something that looks more and more
like good news for the world.



