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“…so that thoughts from many hearts may be revealed.” (Luke 2.35b) 

 This is it, she thought as she looked at her son.  This is what the old man was talking 

about.  This is the sword.  The memory of that day long ago came back clearly now:  “Behold, 

this child is appointed for the fall and rising of many in Israel,” said the old prophet Simeon, 

“and a sword will pierce through your own soul also.”  The birth of her son had always been a 

sacred, joyful mystery to her.  That she carried him in her womb at all was a literal miracle.  God 

was so present and active in his life.  He surely was destined for greatness, for the “fall and 

rising of many.” 

 But all the joy of the mystery of God was wilting away in the afternoon heat.  Her heart 

fell as Jesus’ cross was raised.  That was the only falling and rising now.  And, yes, her soul, and 

her heart, felt the painful sting of this unfair sword’s piercing.  She felt every hit, every cut, 

every painful moment of Jesus’ torture and crucifixion.  Place me on a cross too, she thought as 

tears poured from her eyes, and let me die with my son. 

 

 Standing right next to her was the disciple whom Jesus loved most dearly.  He stood in 

awkward silence.  In the silence his mind was flooded with thoughts.  “What am I to do?” he 

wondered.  The others have all escaped with their lives.  The women and I are all that have 

remained.  And poor Mary is beside herself with grief.  She is inconsolable.  I don’t blame her; 

he was her joy and her love. 
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 And I loved him too.  He was, is, my best friend.  I believed in him, in his cause.  I still do.  

At first I thought I had found the one who was promised to set us free from these terrible 

Romans.  I see now what I did not see then.  He came to set us free from ourselves, our selfish 

and sinful ways.  His death is my death.  I wish there was something I could do but I am 

helpless.  I can do nothing to stop this ugliness.  Oh God, what shall I do? 

 

When Jesus saw his mother and the disciple whom he loved standing nearby, he said to his 

mother, “Woman, behold, your son!”  The he said to the disciple, “Behold, your mother!”  And 

from that hour the disciple took her to his own home. (John 19.26-27) 

 

 This third word of Jesus from the cross is one that begs several questions.  “Whom 

would we let into our lives?”  “With whom would we entrust our most beloved family 

members?”  “How does Jesus’ action redefine our understanding of family?”  “How does this 

shape our understanding of our church family?” 

 “Whom would we let into our lives?”  Our parents told us and we tell our children:  

take care with the company you keep.  Aside from our family members, whom we cannot 

choose, the people who influence us the most are our friends.  And whether family or friend, 

we chose regularly whom we will let into our lives.  Usually, we let in those who bring harmony 

and joy – or at least we try to let those folks in.  Sometimes, we let in those who bring chaos 

and drama that unsettle us. 

 Mary and the beloved disciple do not choose each other.  John’s gospel portrays a Jesus 

who is always in command of the situation, who is purposeful in every word and action.  Mary 
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and the disciple whom Jesus loved are struggling with their own grief and their own questions 

about why this is happening to Jesus and what will happen to them in the days to come.  But in 

seven short words Jesus pulls them out of their self-concern into a new relationship based not 

on blood relations but on a shared devotion to him. 

 “With whom would we entrust our most beloved family members?”  In spite of Jesus’ 

command of the situation, we must not underestimate the agony of the moment.  Amid the 

physical pain Jesus is also feeling the pain which results from the loss of relationship.  Jesus will 

be separated from the ones he loves most dearly.  Jesus wept at the grave of his friend Lazarus 

(John 11.35).  Imagine his pain now. 

 He transfers to his best friend the task of taking care of his mother who is already a 

widow with the death of her son is about to become a woman with no man in her life to care of 

her in a world in which women have no rights, no status.  More than tending to her material 

needs, Jesus entrusts the beloved disciple with doing those things a son does for an aging 

mother.  He is to support her, to tenderly care for her, to sustain her until she comes to the end 

of her life. 

 But he does not stop at taking care of his mother.  He also cares for his friend whose 

grief he understands.  He places the beloved in the care of another beloved.  At the word of 

Jesus, Mary will now be a mother to a man to whom she did give birth.  The powerful, tender 

love she has for her own son will now be spent on the disciple Jesus chose to love.  There is 
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now a new bond of affection that has nothing to do with blood.  Rather, it has to do with the 

word of Jesus. 

 “How does Jesus’ action redefine our understanding of family?”  Jesus said, “I have not 

come to bring peace to the earth, but a sword…I have come to set a man against his father, and 

daughter against her mother.” (Matthew 10.34-35)  Clearly Jesus meant to redefine our 

sometimes narrow understanding of “family.”  Here on the cross, as one of his last sayings, 

Jesus provides a clear glimpse of how he would have us define family.  Family for his followers 

would now forever be an understanding of mutual care and tender love for each other that 

comes through the bond of love we have for Jesus and that Jesus has for us.  The love that 

binds us to Jesus he now uses to bind us to those whom he gives to us as mother, father, son, 

daughter, brother, sister.  Family now extends beyond blood. 

 “How does this shape our understanding of our church family?”  The church, the family 

of God, is thus the ongoing extension of this third last word of Jesus.  Behold, your family Jesus 

says to us.  Behold, look, gaze, take in deeply by sight all of your brothers, sisters, sons, 

daughters, fathers, mothers.  Your family sits next to you in the pews.  They serve in quiet, 

anonymous ways around the church.  They work beside you in the mission field.  They discuss 

difficult topics and make difficult decisions in committee meetings.  They kneel beside you at 

the altar rail.  They challenge and provoke you in conversations about liturgy or interpreting 

passages from Scripture.  They irritate you with their idiosyncrasies and amaze you with their 

surprising abilities.  Your family consists of church members, school families, staff members, 12-
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step group attendees, community members, neighbors and business owners.  Behold, Jesus 

says to us, your family. 

 Behold, your family.  Behold, your hope when life is hopeless.  Behold, your family.  

Behold, your joy when life is joyless.  Behold, your family.  Behold, your strength when you are 

weak.  Behold, your family.  Behold, says Jesus, and hold in powerful, tender love, your family. 


