Easter 4A 2011
John 10:1-10
“There is more than one way to skin a cat.”

Growing up in New England, I was young when I became familiar with the popular phrase: “You can’t get there from here” (said in a strong New England accent). Supposedly the phrase originated in Maine. This makes sense because Maine is very rural, has lots of mountains and lakes, and thus it doesn’t have a straight road going from one point to another in the entire state. As a result, getting from one place to another might not be all that easy. So, it makes sense how the saying perhaps got started.

However, far beyond being used for the purposes of giving geographical instructions, this phrase is also a great one when referring to the impossibility of a task. For instance, a few years ago when the then Imagine Academy was looking for a home and came to us, we were open and ecstatic. But, when presented to persons with knowledge of local politics and zoning expertise, one person remarked, “You can’t get there from here.” In other words, you will never be able to house a school on your back property because the maze of city zoning has no exit.
“You can’t get there from here” is a great phrase and one of my favorite New England expressions especially because I can say it correctly.

I was also raised with another expression, which is not a New England phrase, but one an uncle of mine used all the time. And it was: “There is more than one way to skin a cat.” Now, this means just the opposite of “Can’t get there from here.” “There is more than one way to skin a cat” means that there are lots of ways to do something or to reach your goal or destination. 

I tried looking up the derivation of this phrase but suffice it to say that nobody really knows. I mean why on God’s green earth would anyone want to skin a cat? Now, it would make more sense if it were “there is more than one way to skin a deer, beaver or rabbit.” But a cat? 
The answer as to the origin of the phrase I like the best is in reference to catfish abbreviated “cat.” I like it because you have to skin a catfish to eat it. But this is really just a local application to an expression which dates back to the 17th century in England.

“There is more than one way to skin a cat” means, again, there are lots of ways of doing something and not just one way. I would have liked it a whole lot better if Jesus, as quoted by John in this morning’s gospel lesson, had said, “You know folks, I may be your shepherd, but there are lots of shepherds. God is infinitely more understanding and knowledgeable than any one of us. And, so, I may be God’s shepherd, but there are a lot of them. Thus, I leave you with this saying to remember: “There is more than one way to skin a cat.” Or you know, I would have accepted it if he said, “There is more than one way to sheer a sheep.” Same thing just different animal and more Middle Eastern. This would have been a lot more preferable to me than Jesus basically saying when asked about being in relationship with God and salvation, “You know, regarding getting into heaven “You can’t get there from here………..except through me.”
I want to tell you all something. The gospel of John, my least favorite of the gospels, is exclusive and especially harsh on Jews. Today, it could not be published because it would certainly be considered anti-Semitic. 
All during Holy Week and especially on Good Friday I edit the gospel reading which our Church lectionary requires us to read. I edit it because John blames the Jews for killing Jesus. For instance, it is the Jews who cry out, “Crucify him!” “What for?” asks Pilate. “Because he claimed to be the Son of God and thus he ought to die.” “Away with him! Crucify him!” shout the Jews. I am amazed at current day revisionists who say that the Bible is not anti-Semitic. 

Clearly, throughout the gospel of John, a struggling, fledging, nascent Christian community is trying to establish itself as somehow Jewish in tradition but not really Jewish because they believed Jesus to be the messiah. And yes, they were treated harshly by the Jewish community and this was serious because the Romans allowed Jews to worship their God in place of Caesar. But, once the Jewish community thrust out the early Jesus believers and said that they were not Jews, then that left these early Christians at the mercy of the Roman government to be persecuted. I mean this was serious stuff. It would be like living in North Korea today and announcing that you believe in free elections and capitalism. You would never be heard of again. 

So, yes, there was animosity between the Jewish community and John’s early Christian community. And yes, John is pretty clear that the only way into a relationship with God and, of course, salvation is through belief in Jesus as God’s revelation on earth. Allow me to repeat the only way! “I am the way and the truth and the life. No one comes to the Father except through me.” (John 14:6-7)
Sadly, this particular passage and our reading for today have been used mostly against Jews but certainly against others also throughout the generations. Knuckleheads who don’t understand the historical or cultural underpinnings of John’s gospel have gone about persecuting and excluding persons all in the name of the one who came in peace, forgiveness and grace. 

Now, Jewish organizations continually warn us that we are an eyelash away from pogroms and persecutions even today. For instance, were you aware that the largest reported hate crimes on college campuses are not against gays or Muslims but Jews? The day after Bin Laden’s death, two LAPD officers showed up in our office asking to speak to Temple officials. In a very non-pc and non-publicized action, they came to alert and to offer protection to Jewish temples and community centers for fear that extremists may react against Bin Laden’s death by hurting Jews.
‘There is more than one way to skin a cat.” I think at our core most Episcopalians and certainly our Church-national believe this. Since we do, then we need to proclaim it a lot louder and with more force.

We should say that some guy sitting in his bass boat on Lake Havasu on a Sunday morning with a case of cold beer beside him who accepted Jesus Christ as his Lord and Savior when he was 12 years old, was then baptized by full immersion but now only attends church on Christmas and Easter because the only thing his preacher talks about is money-----we should stand up and say that this guy is NOT more favorable to God than the Dali Lama simply because this guy once voiced his belief in Jesus and the Dali Lama is Buddhist.

We need to stand up and say that any Church which preaches that their doors are only open for the morally superior or those baptized when they were 12 years old with immersion or baptized in Rome or those who are straight or the married but not divorced or remarried (unless through proper dispensation i.e. fiduciary compensation) or men but not women or those who have been baptized in the Holy Spirit or who can speak in tongues or heal or who think there could not possibly be any other way to be in relationship to God except through Jesus Christ-----to all of these people we need to quote my translation of John 10 wherein Jesus REALLY said, “I am the shepherd and gate, but there is more than one way to skin a cat.”
We need to stand up and say that yes we believe that God’s message in and through Jesus is the best one. I believe this because I think that love, grace, forgiveness and caring for another ahead of oneself is the way God wants us to live in community. And if we employ God’s desires as preached and lived out by Jesus, then the world will be vastly different, AND we will progress to the point where heaven really will occur on earth and not in some spiritual realm. 

Being thankful for what we have in life and giving to others is the key to a more abundant life. And I just don’t see that in other religions or philosophies. And for God to have become incarnate actually to show us how it is done, I think is miraculous and unique in all of history. For this reason, I am a Christian. Christianity, then for me, is not about rules, morality, measuring up or defeating the competition or excluding others or their differing perspectives.
I am okay with Jesus………….and I believe that he is okay with me. But I may not be okay with the Church or church dogma. It just seems so simple to me. We cannot know God except through God allowing us to know God. We cannot work our way towards anything about God unless God allows it. And because God is vast, I find it incomprehensible that God can only be experienced in one particular way in the entire universe! And lo and behold, it just so happens that the Europeans happen to have been the ones who got it right! Of all persons in all of creation and the universe! Even if we add in the Eastern Church, does this mean that every other expression of the deity is wrong? Do you really believe that? Do you believe that the Creator of all that is and ever will be can only be experienced correctly through this one, single portal? 

And, are you trying to tell me that because within a few months of your birth, your parents, who may never have darkened the door of a church, show up on the Sunday after Easter (low Sunday) to have water sprinkled over your head and have selected as your godparents people for whom they couldn’t find a place for in their wedding, and now you kind of attend church, but don’t financially contribute, don’t volunteer for any ministry, but do throw a few bucks at the homeless guy at the end of the freeway ramp, and thus as a result now you think that you have a better relationship with God and are saved for all eternity and yet some dedicated Hindu or Sufi or again the Dalai Lama----because they were not baptized or have accepted Christ-----they are destined to spend eternity poked, prodded and tortured by demons in hell, is that what you believe? Are you kidding me?
And do you seriously believe that all the religious or philosophical material aside from the Bible which has ever been written is all wrong? That there is no truth in it? Or there might be some, but only so as to lead one to the true belief? And that anyone who has ever lived or will live who believes in anything but Jesus Christ is destined to hell and not salvation or any sort of a true, loving and understanding relationship with God? Are you serious?

Honestly, isn’t there more than one way to skin a cat? Isn’t the entire point to love your God with all your heart and with all your mind and all your soul? How can any expression of this be wrong? I understand that any belief in God can and is perverted by humanity. But surely, any expression from God to humanity is not perverted. 

And ultimately, isn’t it God’s job to determine salvation and not ours? Wouldn’t it be better if we simply proclaimed the good stuff our faith or any faith believed instead of judging either ours or others as unworthy? They might be wrong, granted. But that is not up for us to judge. That is, as I said, God’s job. So, how about we back off this narrow gate stuff and how about we back off the if you don’t believe in Jesus, then God wants nothing to do with you? How about we spend more time doing the love and forgiveness thing instead of expecting it in return? How about we give thanks that others are even trying to understand and follow a transcendent being?

Martin Bell, Episcopal priest and author, used to tell this story with regards to his son. Apparently, Bell’s son was a bit wild and wanted nothing to do with church, Jesus or God. He didn’t believe in any of it. Bell used to say, “My son lives a quite wild and somewhat dangerous life style. Thus, should he precede me in death and when I die and get to heaven and God welcomes me and says to me, “Martin, welcome to heaven. Anything and everything is at your disposal. I know, for instance, that you love fried chicken. Well, go through that door over and you can eat all the Southern fried chicken you want without ever worrying about cholesterol or gaining wait.” 
(Bell interrupting God) “Fine, God that is great. But what I really want is to meet up with my son. I love him so much. I miss him, and I want to be with him.” (God stroking his long white beard) says, “Well, Martin, that is a problem. You see, as you know, your son didn’t live a very religious life. As a matter fact, he denied my very existence. He didn’t believe in me or my Son, Jesus. Thus, he is not here in heaven. He is in…..well……you know…..down below.”
And here in his lectures Bell would pause for dramatic affect before delivering his powerful punch line: “Well, God, if my son is not here, then I don’t want to be here either.”

There are lots of ways to be saved. There are lots of ways to be in relationship with God. Actually, I take that back. There is only one way that doesn’t lead to God and heaven. And that one way is saying to someone who is not a believer: You can’t get there from here.
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