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Scripture: John 14:1-13
l. The Music

In 2011, pastor and author Rob Bell released a short video to promote his new book Love Wins.
Within hours, social media erupted. One prominent evangelical simply tweeted, “Farewell, Rob
Bell.”

The uproar centered on a single question Bell posed: Would a good and loving God really send
a person like Mahatma Gandhi to hell?

Many Christians assume that Jesus’ words in John 14:6—* am the way, the truth, and the life; no
one comes to the Father except through me”—mean Jesus is identifying a belief that connects us
with God, outside of which there is no connection.

If that’s been your understanding, | invite you to take a breath. This sermon isn’t meant to
unsettle your faith, but to deepen it.

What if Jesus isn’t describing a belief that connects us to God—but a Way of Life that connects
us?

A rabbi friend of mine in Portland, Brian Mayer, once told a story that makes this point
beautifully.

A rabbi overheard a shepherd whistling, then saying to God, “God, | love you. | love you so
much that | would care for your sheep for free.” The rabbi approached and said, “My dear
shepherd, allow me to help. | love God so much and want to teach you the proper
blessings, and | will do it for you for free.”

They studied together until the shepherd stopped whistling and began reciting the approved
blessings—except he could never remember which was which. Embarrassed, he stopped
praying altogether.

The citizens of heaven, the story goes, wept, for they missed that most beautiful, pure
prayer: his beautiful whistle. '

This is what happens when we confuse the path with the goal. When belief becomes the goal—
whether Christian, Jewish, Muslim, or Hindu—and becomes the end toward which we strive

' Rabbi Brian Zachary Mayer, Rabbi Brian’s Highly Unorthodox Gospel (Religion Outside the Box, 2024), pp. 74-75.



rather than the beginning from which we spring, we risk losing the song of love itself. When we
confuse the path with the goal, faith loses its direction.

History shows where that detour can lead. In 1930s Germany, most citizens still claimed the
name Christian, yet many followed a road that turned devotion into domination. Faith became a
badge of belonging rather than a way of transformation—a means of power instead of an act of
love.

That same temptation is alive today, whenever Christianity seeks to rule rather than to serve,
to dominate rather than to love. But coercion never creates connection — with God or with
neighbor.

The earliest followers of Jesus knew better. They didn’t call themselves Christians but followers
of The Way —a way marked not by control but by compassion, not by fear but by faith.

Il. The Movements
And what is that Way? Jesus summed it up simply:

You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, and mind.
And you shall love your neighbor as yourself.

These are what | call the Three Great Loves—love of God, love of neighbor, and love of self.
When they form a living whole, each finding its meaning in the others, they transform lives —
even whole communities. Yet many people treat them as if they were multiple choice—as though
you could simply pick your favorite one or two and call it good. Good luck connecting with
God that way.

If you love God and neighbor but despise yourself, your life becomes a quiet hell.

If you love God and self but not your neighbor, you bring misery to others.

And if you love yourself and neighbor but forget God, you lose track of the Source that keeps
love flowing when yours runs dry.

Even when we understand the Three Great Loves, few of us live them as a single, seamless
whole. Who can go a day without favoring one love over the others? That’s why we need a
fourth movement—Grace. Without Grace—both received and given—we rarely stay on

Christ’s path for long.

By Grace, God’s perfection fills our imperfection;
God’s generosity overflows our stinginess;
God’s imagination completes what ours cannot yet conceive.

So the Way of Jesus is not a creed to recite but a rhythm to live. It’s like 2 Great Dance that
moves through four sacred gestures.



These gestures can be embodied, so as to remember them better. You might want to stand or, at
least, picture these movements in your own body.

Take a deep breath.
Let your shoulders drop.
Imagine your heart listening for the rhythm of God.

The first movement is Love of God—arms lifted, reaching toward the heavens, flowing to
the music of the Spirit, the great rhythm that began before we were born.

The second movement is Love of Neighbor—arms extended outward, open wide,
welcoming others close, remembering that faith is never a solo act.

The third movement is Love of Self—arms drawn inward, wrapping your own body in
tenderness, honoring the life God has breathed into you.

The fourth movement is Grace—arms lowered, receiving what you could never earn—the
mercy that moves through everything.

And when these four movements begin to flow together—when you reach up, reach out,
embrace, and receive—something new begins to move among us. A fifth movement rises—
one that does not come from ourselves. It comes from God, who, when we are in rhythm with
love, teaches us new steps—a choreography of compassion, a Great Awakening that remakes
the world.

I1l. The Dance

We've seen glimpses of this dance before—holy moments when God’s rhythm broke into
history. One of the clearest examples in the last century came through a Christian who didn’t
just preach the Way of Jesus, but learned its deeper rhythm from another faith.

On Palm Sunday, 1959, the congregation at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery
gathered eagerly to hear their pastor, Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., just home from five
weeks in the Middle East, India, and Sri Lanka.

Instead of the traditional Palm Sunday reading, King chose two unexpected scriptures:

“I have other sheep that are not of this fold.” (John 10:16)

“The one who believes in me will also do the works that | do—and greater works than these.”
(John 14:12)

King explained:

“| believe these two passages of Scripture apply more uniquely to the life and work of Mahatma

Gandhi than to any other individual in the modern world. For here was a man who was not a
Christian in terms of being a member of the Christian church, but who was a Christian in spirit.



And it is one of the strange ironies of the modern world that the greatest Christian of the
twentieth century was not a member of the Christian church.”

From that trip, King brought home not just strategy but spirit. Years later, he would reflect:
“Christ showed us the way, and Gandhi in India showed it could work.””

When King dreamed of the day “when the sons of former slaves and the sons of former slave
owners will sit down together at the table of brotherhood,” the dream itself was Christ’'s—but
the practice that would make it real had come from sheep of another fold.

That is what the Great Dance of ‘“the Way, the Truth, and the Life”’ looks like when it
moves beyond one tradition or tribe; when faiths stop competing for heaven and start
collaborating for healing.

King described it perfectly:
“We are caught in an inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny.”

That’s what happens when the four movements of love are joined by God’s fifth—when
personal devotion becomes global compassion, and the dance of faith becomes the rhythm of
justice.

Here in Eugene, we live among people of many paths, all listening in their own way for the
music that flows through every fold of creation. The Spirit still whispers its rhythm, still invites
us to move to the whistle beneath the words.

So may we keep our hearts attuned to this Great Dance of Love—Iloving God, neighbor, self,
and living by grace—until our lives, like that shepherd’s whistle, carry the melody of God’s love
into the world.

Reflection and Discussion Questions
Use these questions for personal reflection or in conversation with others seeking to
walk the Way of Love.

I. The Whistle and the Way
In the story of the rabbi and the shepherd, heaven wept because it missed the shepherd’s
whistle.

? Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, March 22, 1959; published in The Papers of Martin Luther King, Jr., Vol. 6.

3 MLK, interview with Edward R. Murrow, CBS This | Believe broadcast, 1959; reprinted in A Testament of Hope, ed.
James M. Washington (HarperOne, 1986), p. 34. King repeated this idea verbatim in later addresses.

* MLK, Letter from Birmingham Jail, Apr 16 1963. Published in Why We Can’t Wait (Harper & Row, 1964, Signet
Classics Reprint 2000), p. 80.



e What helps you keep your own “whistle”—your natural, joyful expression of love for
God—alive?
® When have rules or expectations ever muted it?

2. Four Movements of Connection

The Way of Jesus invites us into four sacred movements—love God, neighbor, self, and grace.
®  Which movement feels strongest for you right now? Which feels more awkward?
e What helps you come back into rhythm when one of the movements falters?

3. Faith and Power
“Coercion never creates connection.”
e Where do you see this truth playing out—in faith communities, in politics, or in daily
relationships?
e How can we practice persuasion through compassion rather than power?

4. The Fifth Movement—God’s Choreography
The sermon describes a fifth movement that rises from God, teaching us new steps—a
choreography of compassion.
e  Where have you glimpsed this “fifth movement” in your own life, or faith community?
e How does God seem to be expanding the dance of love through people of other faiths
(or none at all)?

5. Joining the Dance in Eugene
Here in Eugene, people of many faiths (and of none) seek truth, beauty, and compassion.
e  What might it look like for us to join this Great Dance together, right here?
e How could our congregation become a place where the rhythm of God’s love is easier
for others to hear, see, and join?



