CHARLRS STRONG PAPER 8: THE WAY, THE TRUTH, AND THE LIFE.

From Christianity Reinterpreted and other Sermons by Charles Strong DD  (Melbourne: George Robertson 1894)
I AM the Way, and the Truth, and the Life," says
the Christ of John's gospel. How shall we interpret these familiar words in the light of to-day ? Have they any longer a meaning for the Bible-critic,. and the student of history, the non-believer in dogma, the cultured and scientific ?

That, rightly interpreted, they have a meaning, and a most profound meaning, for all time-that, rightly interpreted, they express the very essence of the gospel " which shall be to all the people," the essence of the deepest and highest religion--it will be my endeavour  now to show.

An orthodox Protestant clergyman of fifty years ago, would probably thus have paraphrased this well-known text:-"All we like sheep have gone astray, we have wandered far off from God. By reason of our first parents' sin, and our own actual transgressions, we are utterly and for ever lost. But


a little while, and, like some rudderless ship upon an angry waste of waters, we shall be dashed against the rocks of perdition, or like a benighted traveller on the mountains, wandering on the brink of dreadful precipices and yawning abysses, we shall be hurled into everlasting destruction, and have our portion with devils in the lake that burneth with fire and brimstone. There to all eternity, tormented by insuf​ferable heat, our tongues parched with unquenchable thirst, our souls gnawed with the undying worm of remorse, mocked at by devils, and cursed by fellow​men, we shall writhe, and groan, and shriek. Such is the awful fate of the human Race. And in a few years at longest-it may be in a day, an hour, a minute​ each of us shall be swept into eternity, with its untold torments and horrors, and that eternal living death. How shall you find a way out of this dreadful fate, this ruin and damnation ?

" You think perhaps that by repentance, by good deeds, by prayer and penance, and the observance of sacred rites, you can escape. But that is a way which ,only leads more surely to the brink of the precipice. No repentance of yours, no righteousness of your own, can save you, a miserable sinner. To attempt thus to escape, is only to make your guilt greater, and to sink deeper into the mire ; it is to insult high Heaven with an offering of filthy rags ; for 'all our righteous​
ness is as filthy rags, and our iniquities, like the wind, have carried us away.'

"No, there is only one way of escape-a way pro​vided by God Himself for those whom He has chosen front all eternity. Christ's sufferings and death are the way. Only by believing that He bore all your penalty, and suffered what you deserve to suffer, can you hope to escape. There is the way-the way from hell to heaven. There is the ladder let down to poor shipwrecked, drowning humanity ; lay hold of it quickly.

` Life is the season God bath given

To flee from hell and rise to heaven ;

That day of grace fleets fast away, And none its rapid course can stay.'

" This is the only true way of  escape. All else is lies and deception. Those who would persuade you otherwise are antichrists, lying spirits, that seek to deceive even the elect, and lure souls to destruction. Here alone is the truth. And only by unconditionally accepting it can you reach the life of heaven. All they that reject the proffered Saviour are doomed to eternal death. Listen, therefore, to the voice of Christ, `I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life."'

An orthodox Roman Catholic would g,o further, and say, "You must come into the true way through the gates of baptism and the Host. Christ is the Church,
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the Church is Christ, and only by baptism and the eating of bread which has been miraculously changed into Christ, can you truly live: only thus can the Life flow into you, and reconstruct your corrupt and dying nature."
,

To most of us, I suppose, such an interpretation of the text must appear repulsive. We regard it as implying conceptions of God and His government from which we shrink as blasphemous, and we feel sure that but for the real Christianity which lies in the hearts and lives of many whose formal creed seems so unchristian, such representations of the Supreme would more speedily be cast out, like salt which has lost its savour. We cannot any longer entertain such a conception of the destiny of the human Race. Our science and history-nay, the very man, or Christ, in us-cry out against it. And what can we think of a Christ who endorses such a view of the universe, and professes to be the Son of a God who has created millions only to be tormented for ever and ever? How can we think of Him as the Brother and Friend of man, who can be content to let even one of His poor brothers sink into eternal flames? What shall we think of an Omnipotent and Omniscient Brother who two thousand years ago allows Himself to be immo​lated, and then retires to heavenly bliss, leaving us to sink or swim, and knowing- that the majority will

not-by God's eternal decree, the true Calvinist adds, cannot-accept, and perhaps will never hear of, the Way, the Truth, and the Life ? How shall we love a Christ like this? What sort of a religion is this that silences my reason and my heart, and bids me blindly accept a text of Scripture written I don't know by whom, and I don't know when, and the teaching of fallible theologians , or else be damned!? 
But there it is, some one whispers-there it is in Scripture. To which we reply, " So much the worse for Scripture if it is." Though an angel from heaven told me this, I would not believe him, and would regard him as an angel from the other place, trans​formed into an angel of light.

But is this the only meaning we can find in the text ? I think not. If we will let the Gospel of John speak for itself, and not put our own ideas into it, we shall perhaps find that it says something, very different from all this.

First I must tell you how I regard the gospel of John. I do not think it is strictly speaking a purely historical book. It is the latest gospel that ha; come down to us, and it is tinged with modes of thought to which probably Jesus himself was a stranger. It suggests to us quite naturally the atmosphere of Alexandria, or of later Palestinian theology. There may be real historical elements in
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it, but its purpose is not to tell us a story or narrative, but rather to exhibit to us Jesus as the embodiment of the Divine Reason, the revelation of the real Life both of God and of man.

I think of John as a deeply religious, and at the same time philosophical soul, pondering the meaning of that strange life which was beginning to revolu​tionize the world. I can fancy him a man who had reflected much on the problems of his times, and who used the language of the schools in Asia Minor or Alexandria. Meditating on the life of Jesus, the idea flashed into his mind that the Light which shone through the Son of Man was nothing less than the very secret of the universe of which as a philosopher he was in search. Had not he and his whole school been puzzling themselves to find a link between the Infinite One, the Eternal " Abyss " of Being, and the finite world, and as to how "the Infinite " of philo​5ophy could produce a " finite," or anything but "the Infinite?" Had not philosophy been eagerly knocking at every door and asking, What is the ultimate truth-" the good"-for man? In a moment of inspiration it all becomes clear to him:-"  There  is the Way to the Infinite Father-God's Reason embodied in a human life of goodness and love. Not by philosophic speculation but along the new and living way of love we know God, and God dwells in

us, and we finite creatures share in God, and God comes forth to share His life with His own children. Them is the truth of God. There is the hidden Life of the universe, the all-inspiring all-informing Life. God is Spirit; and the Spirit that gives shape and meaning to all we see, the Spirit that is the Life of the universe, and the real Life of man, is manifested in Jesus. No man hath seen the absolute God, the Root and Basis of all things, but here is tile glory of the Invisible shining in the face of Jesus-the " Only Begotten," " the Son," " the Word," the Creative Reason of the Eternal, of which philosophy has spoken, made manifest in a human life. Through this Jesus, full of grace and truth, I seem to see into the very heart of God, and the door into the Infinite ,Spirit, which no philosophic or scientific keY has hitherto unlocked, flies open at His touch."

In such deeply spiritual mood we seem to see the author of this gospel, and of the first epistle which bears the same name, writing, and putting, into the mouth of Jesus, words which expressed his own deep, feeling of all that Jesus had been to him, of the vision of God which like a sunbeam had broken into his own soul through reflection on the life of Jesus.
" I am the Life. I am come that they might have life. This is eternal life, to know Thee and Jesus
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Christ whom Thou hast sent. I and my Father are one. He that hath seen Me hath seen the Father. I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life. Except ye eat the flesh and drink the blood of the Son of Alan, ye have no life in you." Such sayings are not, I think, the actual words of Jesus taken down by a reporter ; they are the words of the Divine Reason, that according to such thinkers as Philo, had always been in the world, and in human souls, linking together the Infinite and the finite, but now made flesh and tabernacling among us. They are the voice of the Divine Light calling us to come into the sunshine and take the Light into ourselves, and so become one with God. Jesus is the Life and the Light. By uniting ourselves with Him we take God's life into us, therefore eternal Life, for God can never die. By uniting ourselves with Him, we take God's light into us-nay, we become Light, Sons of God. For " God is Light," cries John, " and in Him is no darkness at all. If we say that we have fellowship with Him, and walk in darkness, we lie, and do not the truth."

This, I think, is the gospel according  to John. His aim is to exhibit God's Light, so that, forsaking all works of darkness, we may be drawn into it, This, to him, is salvation and redemption. His aim is to ex​hibit to us God's Life, so that receiving it into our​
selves as bread and wine, we may live as God lives, as spirits over whom neither devil nor death can have any power. "These things are written that ye may believe that Jesus is the Son of God, and that believing ye may have life." The birth, death, life, resurrection, are manifestations of the Life and Light of God, in which we are all called to ,share, and outside of which is, of necessity, death and darkness, as for a branch is death when cut off' from the tree, as for the earth is darkness when hidden from the sun. "He that followeth Me ,shall not walk in darkness, but shall. have the light of life."

When we thus regard the gospel of John, it loses that harshness and self-assertiveness which some​times jar upon us in the long discourses. We can then reconcile the gentle Jesus " of the Sermon on the Mount, with the Jesus who demands absolute submission to Himself, and seems ever to speak of Himself. We understand why it is that the Christ of John and the Christ of Mark should be so different and yet so one. 

When thus regard the writings of John, we seem to see in them an expression of the gospel which fits In with all the highest thinking of to-day. A mysterious, supernatural Being such as we find in dogmatic theology, who bids us bnd to Him and receive Him as God, cannot sway the minds and
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hearts of men and women to-day. We shrink from the fourth gospel as it is usually interpreted, because it seems to baffle our reason, and demand of us more than we can give. But a religion which is the opening of mind and heart to Love as the very Light and Life of God Himself, appeals to all that is best and most rational in us. We cannot understand why, because of our belief in a dogma we should be lifted into heaven, or because of our disbelief be plunged into hell, But we can understand how, if Jesus was the revelation of the Soul of the Universe, how, if Love is the God-life and the Divine Radiance, to trust in Him and receive Him is Life, and Truth, and the Way of Light and Peace, and that to reject Him is to abide in darkness and death. It is not, then, because we do not hold this belief or that, that we are " condemned," but because Light has come into the world and men loved dark​ness rattier than Li,)-ht; because we cut ourselves off from God, the Spirit of Love and Life, and follow the paths of death.

The great question for us, Fellow-Christians, is not as to the constitution of the nature of Jesus, but as to the Soul of the Universe. " Show us the Father," we still cry-often an exceeding great and bitter cry​—“show show us the Father, and it sufficeth us." The lonb​ing of religion does not grow less as time rolls on and

Knowledge is increased—the longing to find a rest for mind and heart, and a meaning in the strange history ​of the Universe. After we have exhausted all that Science has to tell us of the development of man, and the fairy-tale-like story of Evolution, do we not ask with even redoubled earnestness, " Show us the Father, and it sufficeth us?" Show us the Root out of which the tree springs, the Fountain out of which the river flows, and the Ocean where it finds its rest. Science alone can never answer that question Darwin, and Haeckel, and Von Baer, and Wallace have much to teach us-much that was hidden from prophets and righteous men of old time. But it is to Jesus, and Paul, and John we still turn for the inspiration of Life.  All out- Science, valuable though it be, still leaves a blank in the heart, and a dreary sense of  incompleteness in the mind. Our Science and Culture can do much for us, but they cannot make us strong and peaceful, or supply the foundation for a noble, human life. Be your speculative beliefs what they may, it is only when in trust, and hope, and love, men receive the loving Christ, the Son, the Brother, as the revelation in Humanity of the Unseen God, that they become most truly human, most rational, most moral.

And is not this the deepest evidence to the truth of religion-the witness of the Spirit ? If the fact that food nourishes us is the best proof that it
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is food and not poison, is not the same sort of proof afforded by the religion of trust, and hope, and love? It is something to be able to say that it, and it alone, can make the spirit strong, and bring the glow of life and health into the cheek.

" I am the Way, the Truth, and the Life." Belief in the dogmas which are supposed to rest on such texts may decay, but trust in the religion of which they are the expression is ever young. Do not fear that Jesus will damn you because you have not thought thus or thus of His place in the Godhead, or His death on the cross. No. He is no petty King, jealous of His own honour, or baffling you with per​plexing theology. If you take trust and love as your guides, and accept Him as the revelation of the Supreme Spirit, He will lead you to the Father, to the deepest truth, to the richest life. If you refuse to walk in this way, then must you stand without, as many of us are standing, in the dark chill night-our hands numb, our hearts beating slowly, our minds a troubled sea, our life without a compass on the shoreless waste.

The old worn-out forms of religion, I know, we must all sooner or later discard. It is only a matter of time. But does not John suggest to us a religion which shall be the crown and glory of our human thought, and progress, and moral

achievement ? There is no need for us to interpret him in the light of later theology, or to read into him those revolting conceptions of God and human destiny, which have too long usurped the title of "orthodox " or " evangelical”. A recent writer has, in an eloquent book, described what he calls "the Ascent of Man."* At the end of his book he says that the story  of Human Evolution culminates in Christianity; by Christianity evidently meaning the gospel of divine and human Love. Evolution henceforth, lie maintains, will be the unfolding and growth in Society, of this highest element which all the ages have been travailing to bring forth. What is this, highest element through which humanity is uplifted, and borne  onwards as by a swelling tide, but John's "Only Begotten of the Father," whom he represents as "the Wav, the Truth, and the Life ' '

Christ in this sense, as God's uttered Reason, God's revelation-the revelation of the most human and the most divine-is indeed " the Way " at once to God and to our own higher destiny as men and women. Christ in this sense is " the Truth " hid from the wise and prudent, but revealed to babes. Christ in this sense is "the Life"-the Life of God that has been

X "The Ascent of Man," by Professor Drummond.
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living in all the ages, and working towards a divine-human goal.

To receive Christ is, therefore, to receive  God. He is "Immanuel"--God with us. To receive Christ is to receive the Truth. To receive Christ is to receive into us the Divine Reason or Spirit, which is the only reality, the Life and Light in which and through which all things are, and without which the story of earth and man is but a castle of illusions and fantastic dreams. For what rational meaning has all this marvelous universe, and our own history, save as they are the evolution of the Divine Reason, or "Word," of which John and the early Christian Fathers so constantly speak, faith in which is the strength of a man's heart, and gives power, as John says, to become the sons of God ? To receive Christ is not to believe a miracle or accept a dogma, but so to yield our hearts and minds to Love and Light that we are drawn onwards and upwards along "a new and living Way," "the narrow Way" of which Jesus speaks, that can alone lead nations, and churches, and 
each individual soul, not into safety merely, and a selfish heaven, but into the fulness of human 'life.
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