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I started wearing glasses in the 5th grade. They were very cool. Tortoise shell.
I remember the miracle that happened when what was out of focus became
focused. And although I didn’t love wearing glasses, I loved being able to see
clearly.

As I grew older, occasionally my vanity overcame my need for clarity, like for
a date or senior pictures, and off they would come. I would just go ahead and
squint for a bit. Some time, while I was in college, the optometry school at
UAB began prescribing soft contact lenses, and by wearing them my vanity
could be satisfied, as well as my vision.

For the next four decades, every time I would go for my annual eye exam, no
matter where we lived or who examined me, I needed a new, stronger
prescription. When I crossed the 40 year old mark, guess what? Like many
people that age, bifocals entered the picture, and my brain wouldn’t adapt to
wearing one lens to see far and another up close. So, back to glasses.

And friends, I know that I am most fortunate to be able to have yearly eye
exams. I’ve not taken for granted the ability to get new glasses as my
prescription changed. I am not complaining. My eyesight has always been
correctable because of the skills of another and insurance. I am grateful to be
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able to have my vision brought into focus. According to the Vision Institute of
America, 75% of adults wear corrective lenses. Just a quick show of hands???

As we journey toward Easter, we have spent time seeking to learn from those
who were witnesses to the crucifixion of Jesus. With the gift of our
imagination and the power of the Holy Spirit we too are there as they
crucified our Lord.

The people are all gathered at the place of the Skull for different reasons.
They each bring a different perspective. They come with their own baggage,
their own views, their own needs. And although mentioned together, no two
people are seeing through the same lens.

We’ve talked about the bystanders and scoffers, Simon of Cyrene just coming
home from work, the criminals crucified on Jesus’ right and his left. Last
week, we looked at the soldiers and asked the question: what did Jesus know
that we don’t as he says the words “Father, forgive them, they don’t know
what they are doing?”

Today we are standing at the cross with the person known only as “the
disciple Jesus loved.” No name is given to identify him, although most
scholars agree it was the author of the only gospel where this encounter is
described, John. It’s not the first time in his writing he would have referred to
himself this way, nor will it be the last. At the table where they break bread
for the last time, the disciple Jesus loved is leaning on Jesus. On the morning
of the resurrection, he is racing Peter to the tomb. And later, as Jesus calls
out from the shore of Lake Galilee, it is this disciple who recognizes him.

The other gospels say the disciples scattered, or that they were watching the
events of the crucifixion at a distance. Only John writes of an experience of
being at the foot of the cross. He would have seen Jesus tortured and nailed.
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He would have heard the One he has followed for three years cry out in pain
and been unable to do anything about it. The disciple Jesus loved has loved
Jesus.

This disciple has served him, learned from him, watched as miracles
happened. John has listened as Jesus took the religious and the cultural
norms he was raised with and challenged and changed them. Now John
stands in what must be a moment when his focus has become blurred by the
tears of his own anguish and helplessness. You and I are there too, and this
is what we see and hear.

And as we do so, let's consider a few other questions this morning. What if
our ability to see people as God sees them is what is out of focus? What if
how we are living as Christ followers is becoming increasingly blurry? What if
we find that we would rather squint than accept the changes required to gain
clarity?

I am reading from John 19:24-27.

While the soldiers were looking after themselves, Jesus’ mother,
his aunt, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene stood at
the foot of the cross. Jesus saw his mother and the disciple he
loved standing near her. He said to his mother, “Woman, here is
your son.” Then to the disciple, “Here is your mother.” From that
moment the disciple accepted her as his own mother.

From the cross, Jesus is pointing John, and you and I, to the only way forward.
The only way we can heal. The way we are invited to join God in transforming
the world. Amy Jill Levine writes:
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We can see (to continue the visual focus) Jesus as here setting up a
new family, not based in biology and not based in marriage or
adoption but based on another new commandment. He's forcing
our eyes, and our focus, from the past to a new future, where
relationship is fully grounded in a love not determined by biology
or marital status, but by relationship to him.

What is that new commandment? The night before, when they had gathered
in the upper room, knowing all that was about to transpire, knowing he
would leave them, knowing that these disciples will continue to follow him in
a world full of people God loves and for whom he came to save, Jesus spoke
these words:

John 13:34-35
“Let me give you a new command: Love one another. In the same
way I loved you, you love one another. This is how everyone will
recognize that you are my disciples—when they see the love you
have for each other.”

Love. It is the ultimate prescription to bring our lives and this world into
focus. Let me ask those questions that I posed a moment ago once again.

What if our ability to see people as God sees them is what is out of
focus?

Standing at the foot of the cross, what we see displayed before us is the
horror of what humans can do to one another. It is incredible that people, all
made in the image of God, are willing to allow the atrocities we are seeing.
Jesus was arrested because the religious leaders wanted him removed when
they felt their power threatened. Jesus was dragged before Herod and Pilate
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throughout the night as those same people manipulated other people in the
Roman government to do what Rome does best: use violence to destroy.

As we cringe at the sounds of the whip on Jesus' back and the crown of
thorns being placed on his head, our vision blurs. These are the people Jesus
came to save? Are you kidding me Jesus? I can’t see clearly anymore. There is
too much corruption, too much violence, too much complicity with corrupt
powers and acquiescence to the death of our Lord.

Yet, from the cross, Jesus in his righteousness and compassion focuses us
once again. John, love Mary. With all that is swirling around you, choose to
love. Choose to see the person next to you who needs what you can provide.
Choose to bring clarity to your love of Jesus by loving one another. It will not
stop the crucifixion, nothing can. But it will move us forward, beyond this
moment to another, where love is always greater than evil.

Who is standing next to you? When the world’s corruption and violence are
building. When you find yourself unable to see people in any way but
frustrating humans harming one another. Look right next to you. There is
someone who needs what you can provide. There is another grieving like you
are. Focus. Love one another.

What if how we are living as Christ followers is becoming increasingly
blurry?

Ten out of 12 of the disciples are far from the cross that day. They have
either scattered or are watching from a safe distance. We can understand
that. To stand at the cross is to hear the voice of Jesus, watch him fight for
each breath, see the nails.
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The farther one gets from the cross, the blurrier the vision. The harder it
becomes to see and understand the life Jesus offers. We can blend in with
the crowd. We can say what we want to say, do what we want to do, and no
one needs to know we are a disciple of Jesus. When it gets too hard to live as
Jesus commands, we can fade into the background until next Sunday or the
next time we feel like identifying as a follower of Jesus. As we move away
from the cross we can diminish its meaning for our lives.

Focus. Stand as close to the cross as you can possibly get. Look up at the
eyes of Jesus as he looks at you. Yes, you. And me. And all who will claim his
name as Christians. Listen. Jesus has work for us to do. John, love Mary.
Create a new family where love of Jesus is what binds us together. Don’t walk
away when it gets rough. Don’t fade into the background or run for the hills.
Stay and feel the love emanating from this old rugged cross. And before he
draws his last breath, begin, love one another.

What if we find we would rather squint than accept the changes
required to gain clarity?

It would have been incredibly hard to stay at the cross. To watch someone
you love die. To not abandon Jesus. It would have been so much easier for
John to keep his distance and only know of the last moments of Jesus’ life
from the words of others who were there.

Yet, John stayed till the end. I imagine when he heard the crowd mocking
Jesus, telling him to prove who he was by coming down from the cross, he
might have hoped that Jesus would, thinking . “End this, Jesus. Come down.
Please come down.” Instead, Jesus looks at John. Love Mary. Accept my
mother. Make a home for her. Care for her.
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John is given an honor, a gift, and a responsibility. He is given a relationship
with Mary, the mother of the Son of God. As we watch, we can’t see clearly
what is happening at this moment—not from the death side of the cross. But
even there is love. And in three days, resurrection is coming.

The Apostle Paul writes, in his often quoted discourse on love found  in
1 Corinthians 13, these words:

12 We don’t yet see things clearly. We’re squinting in a fog, peering
through a mist. But it won’t be long before the weather clears and
the sun shines bright! We’ll see it all then, see it all as clearly as
God sees us, knowing him directly just as he knows us!

13 But for right now, until that completeness, we have three things
to do to lead us toward that consummation: Trust steadily in God,
hope unswervingly, love extravagantly. And the best of the three
is love.

About 5 years ago, I had cataract surgery. Some people have it and are done
with glasses for the rest of their lives. But I have wonky eyes with more issues
than just the cataracts. When all was done, the best I could see was 20/40.
Good enough to pass the driver’s test, good enough to go swimming and see
once again. Good enough for lots of things.

Yet, I discovered something once again. I want to see clearly. I want to see
your faces, and know when you nod off when I’m up here. I want to see the
details of the leaves in the trees and be able to pick out my grandson when
he is in the field playing baseball. So, with gratitude, I still wear glasses to
bring my life into focus.

Focus. Those words of Jesus on the cross to John can bring our lives into
focus. They give clarity to what we are charged to do. In the midst of the pain,
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when it seems as if we cannot see beyond this moment, when we want to
run from the cross. Jesus calls us to come closer.

See his love for you. And then look around right where you are, and really
see that person next to you, the one who you pass at work each day, the
student struggling, the single parent, the lonely adult. The hungry, the naked,
the prisoner. Here is your mother. Here is your son. Focus. Focus, and then
love.

Let’s pray: Almighty God, it is hard to stay at the cross. Yet, it is a privilege to
be here. To hear the voice of your Son. To feel the love emanating from him.
Give us a clear vision to see those around us. To love you is to love one
another. In the name of Jesus Chriist we pray, Amen.
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