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The Great I Am: The Way, the Truth, & the Life    Sunday, 5/20/18 

1 We’re continuing our “I Am” worship series this morning with “I am the way, the 

truth, and the life.” When Jesus said he was “the way,” what comes to mind for you? I think 

of the Boundary Waters Canoe Area portages- some of them level and gentle, some of them 

rocky and difficult, but all of them surrounded by an awesome and fiercely beautiful 

landscape that reveals the hand of its maker. 

If you’ve ever been to the BWCA, then you know there are two basic options for 

travel, at least in the summer months. You can follow a route that mostly involves paddling a 

kayak or canoe or you can hoof it on some of the hiking trails. Most canoe trips involve a 

little bit of each, with the inevitable portages from one lake to the next that bypass waterfalls 

and swamps. Portages in the BWCA are a real mixed bag, with many of them rocky like the 

one in this picture, many of them muddy, and most of them filled with black flies and 

mosquitos. The lakes are spectacular, but the portages between them are often a trial. There 

are no elevators, escalators, or moving walkways in the BWCA. 

Back in 2005, I took my entire family there for the first time. I remember carefully 

planning a route that I knew well and had a minimum of easy portages. I was confident my 

two children could handle it. Unfortunately, as often happens, weather intervened, and about 

halfway through the trip the winds rose up to greet us with whitecaps, and navigating by 

water became problematic. In BWCA lingo, we were “wind bound.” As so often happens, 

we also had a schedule to keep and limited rations, so we couldn’t sit around indefinitely 

waiting for the wind to die down. So we went to Plan B for our return trip, which involved 

taking more and longer portages in order to spend less time on the water. As you can 

imagine, there were plenty of challenges, including me sinking up to my knees in mud with a 

canoe on my back. In one of the more humorous moments, my daughter, wearing a huge 

overstuffed Duluth pack that was bigger than she was, tipped over in the middle of the trail 

like a turtle tipped over on its shell. 

 Let’s rejoin the disciples of Jesus now, a couple of months before the day of 

Pentecost, as they travel a different kind of portage with Jesus from their Passover meal in 

the Upper Room to the Garden of Gethsemane. I’m reading from John 14, beginning with 

verse 1, in the New Living Translation. 
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{Read John 14:1-6, 14-15 (NLT)} 

2 It’s clear from the context of John 14 that the “way” that Jesus was claiming to be 

wasn’t exactly straight and level. If it was, he never would have led with the words, “Don’t 

let your hearts be troubled.” He was, after all, taking his final steps before his betrayal, 

beating, and crucifixion. So maybe a BWCA portage is a little too tame by comparison. This 

is the Mount Huashan Cliffside Plank Path in China, one of several incredible trails included 

in an article entitled, “5 of the World’s Most Dangerous Hiking Trails.”1 I don’t know about 

you, but I wouldn’t even want to stand on this path, much less walk on it. And that’s one of 

the basic problems, isn’t it? If something is “the way,” it implies a purpose of movement, 

travel, going from point A to point B. If Jesus is the way, then disciples of Jesus are 

necessarily on a journey. And here, near the end of the Gospel of John, it is becoming all too 

clear to the disciples that “the way” is leading them to suffering and death. Don’t forget that 

we have the advantage of hindsight that the disciples didn’t have. We know about Easter, 

about resurrection life, that “the way” didn’t end with death. But for those original disciples, 

the way of Jesus was an increasingly scary and dangerous trail. 

3 Some of the hardest hikes in the world reward hikers with a spectacular view. This 

is a part of what’s been called the “Hike of Death,” a thousand-foot climb in Peru that offers 

a unique view, looking down on the ancient Inca city of Machu Picchu.2 It’s not hard to see 

where the trail gets its name, the Hike of Death. There are plenty of ways to view Machu 

Picchu, but the only way to get the best view is to complete the Hike of Death. Being a 

traveler on the way of Jesus can be a similar experience. There are often scary climbs where 

we can’t even see the next handhold, much less the view from the top. Hiking the way of 

Jesus requires faith when our eyes can’t see the prize, confident that the way will get us to 

where we’re going.  

4 Here’s one last death-defying hike for you, El Caminito del Rey in Spain. The trail 

is more than 100 years old, in very bad repair, and only three feet wide.3 Even though the 

way of Jesus is available to everyone, Jesus warns us elsewhere in the Gospels that “the road 

                                                 
1 https://www.adventuresportsnetwork.com/travel/worlds-dangerous-hiking-trails/ 
2 Ibid 
3 Ibid 
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that leads to life” is narrow.4 And yet it’s the only path for us to get where we need to go. 

Which begs the question implied by Thomas’s question to Jesus: If Jesus is the way, where 

is it he, and we, are going? 

Jesus seems to answer that question in several different ways. Jesus tells us that we 

only come to the Father through Jesus, so we know that the way of Jesus leads to the Father. 

Jesus also promises in the preceding verses that we’ll always be with him wherever he is. 

And finally, we know that the way of Jesus is marked by truth and life, and that somehow 

the Holy Spirit is involved in being on the way of Jesus. Is there a way to make sense of all 

this without falling off the rail into the river valley below? 

In one sense, Jesus seems to be talking about our eternal life, reaching the end of the 

trail and the summit with the spectacular vista. This is a popular funeral text for that exact 

reason. When a fellow hiker on the way of Jesus dies, it comforts all of us to know they’ve 

completed their journey, set down their backpack and climbing gear, and are standing in awe 

in the presence of the glory and grace of God. In another sense, Jesus seems to be saying that 

since Jesus is the way, it’s impossible to be walking on the way of Jesus in this life without 

already being in his presence, wherever life’s journeys happen to take us. As hikers on the 

way of Jesus, the Holy Spirit is especially crucial to us, because just as we know the Father 

through the Son, Jesus, we know Jesus and the Father through the Holy Spirit. The Father 

sends us the Spirit of Truth, at the behest of Jesus, who calls himself the Truth, to lead us 

along the way in this life, one moment and step at a time. 

5 All these high-altitude hikes are making me a bit dizzy, so let’s come back closer to 

the flat ground. I’m thankful that in God’s mercy and grace, each moment of each day 

doesn’t require of us death-defying acts of faith. For the most part we have seasons in our 

faith lives, with plenty of cool walks through the woods on level terrain in between the 

mountainous ascents and the swampy portages. There’s only one thing missing on this way 

of Jesus that I can tell. I don’t see any wayside rests or memorial park benches to sit on. 

When Jesus says to us, “Follow me,” that doesn’t include the option of putting our faith in 

neutral or in park. Nothing slows down a trip through the BWCA like a group that decides to 

                                                 
4 Matthew 7:14, NIV. 
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drop themselves and all their gear in the middle of a portage, making the portage completely 

impassable for any other voyagers. We all need to pick up our packs and head down the trail, 

not only because Jesus invites us to do so, but because all the other travelers on the way of 

Jesus are depending on us to do so, and even those not yet following Jesus. Walking on the 

way of Jesus may look different for each person because God has called and gifted us all 

differently. But none of us travel the way of Jesus alone, and all of us can walk with Jesus in 

some way, staying on the trail, moving forward, one day at a time. 

6 Walking with God has always been an image used by the writers of Scripture. Enoch 

and Noah are said to have walked “in close fellowship with God.”5 Moses commanded the 

people to “obey the commands of the Lord your God by walking in his ways.”6 God spoke 

through the Prophet Jeremiah, saying, “Ask for the old, godly way, and walk in it. Travel its 

path, and you will find rest for your souls.”7 Even after Jesus, before the term “Christian” 

was coined, Christianity was known for a time as “the Way.”8 Jesus is the way, the truth, and 

the life, and for that we can be so glad. There is no better way for us to walk, no other path 

that leads to life, no other leader so full of grace and love.  

Where do you find yourself today? Are you trying to find the way on your own, 

searching for a path through life but never finding one? Jesus didn’t come to give us a map. 

He didn’t come to just tell us the way. Jesus is the way. There’s no camping on the portage 

trail on the way of Jesus. What are you doing today that’s going to keep you moving 

forward, deepening your faith as you go where Jesus goes? What are you doing to remember 

that rare vista that only Easter gives us, a glimpse of resurrection life that brings joy to your 

steps, even when the going gets tough and you can’t see what’s around the bend on the trail 

of life? There can be great joy on this journey of life, as long as we’re mindful to not stray 

from the way of Jesus, keeping our eyes on Jesus who travels each step of the way with us.  

 

 
 

                                                 
5 Genesis 5:23, 6:9 New Living Translation, 2nd Ed. 
6 Deuteronomy 8:6, Ibid 
7 Jeremiah 6:16, Ibid 
8 Acts 9:2, Ibid 
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