Words from the Cross

“Here is Your Son. . .Here is Your Mother”

John 19, Matthew 12


A young woman was waiting for a bus in a rundown section of town on a dark rainy night.  A rookie police officer happened by and he said, “Want me to wait with you?”  “Thanks, but that’s not necessary,” she said.  “I’m not afraid.”  “Well, then,” he said with a sheepish grin,  “would you mind waiting with me?”  (Illustrations unlimited, 112)


We need each other, don’t we?  Whether we are waiting for a bus, raising our family, looking for a job, or facing an illness.   We need each other.  Way back in Genesis, God said of Adam, “It is not good for the man to be alone.”  And then, of course, God created Eve.  But that statement is not just about marriage and family.  It’s also about family in the broader sense.  We need meaningful, nurturing, healing relationships.  A sense of community.  In a very real sense, we were made for each other.  Because of that, life works better when we have strong relationships.  Recent studies have shown that people who have vital connections with other people live longer lives and are healthier.  In cities and towns where people are well-connected with each other, the schools work better, crime rates are lower and economic growth is stronger.  (Christian Century, 2-10-04)  


Americans, historically, have tended to be joiners.  PTA, Scouts, civic organizations, church.  In the first six decades of the 20th century, Americans kept joining more and more social and religious groups.  But then suddenly in the 60’s and 70’s, that trend began to be reversed.  People were no longer joining at the same rate.  Membership in clubs and in churches began to decline.  Strangely enough, people even stopped going to picnics!  And as we all know, families now spend less time together at dinner.  


What’s the culprit?  Or culprits?  Television is one (the average person spends four hours a day watching TV—so “most people are watching Friends rather than having friends.”).  Technology as a whole has tended to privatize leisure time.  (How many people do you see jogging or walking or riding a bike or just relaxing with earphones hooked up to a CD player?)  The fact that in most families, both spouses work, means there is less time for non-work activities.  Commuting also plays a part. By the time people get home from work, there just isn’t much time left.  (Ibid.)  


The circumstances of our lives draw us apart into lives of separateness.  Yet there is still that hunger, that intuition deep inside that says, we need each other.  


I don’t think it takes a rocket scientist to figure out what a great opportunity this is for the church.  We can help.  We can offer a warm, family atmosphere where people can feel at home.  We can provide activities that help people enter into meaningful relationships with each other while they are making strong connections with God as well.  


A few years ago a man decided to take an informal survey of churches in his area.  On eighteen successive Sundays, he visited eighteen different churches.  His goal was to find out what the churches were really like.  He sat near the front, so as to be noticed.  After the service, he walked slowly to the rear of the church, then returned to the front and then out the door using a different aisle.  He dressed neatly, smiled and was friendly.  At each church he asked one person to direct him to a specific location in the church.  He stayed for coffee, if the church served it.  Then he rated each experience, using the following point scale:


10 points for a smile from a fellow worshiper


10 for a greeting from someone sitting nearby


100 for an exchange of names


200 for an invitation to have coffee


200 for an invitation to return


1000 for an introduction to another person


2000 for an invitation to meet the pastor


Using this scale, eleven of the eighteen churches earned fewer than 100 points.  Five received less than 20.  The conclusion this man made was this:  “The doctrine may be biblical, the singing inspirational, the sermon uplifting, but when a visitor finds nobody who cares whether he’s here, he is not likely to come back.”  (ill unlmtd, 95)


The social detachment that people feel today creates a great opportunity for the church.  But it’s more than just an opportunity.  It’s really a part of our inheritance as Christians, and a part of our calling as followers of Jesus.  This message comes through clearly as we hear Jesus speak from the cross today and as we hear him talk in Matthew about his perspective on family values.   


The brief conversation that Jesus has with Mary and John is very touching. As Jesus approaches his death, his thoughts are for his mother--who would care for her in her old age?  It’s apparent that Mary’s husband Joseph is no longer in the picture—most likely he died some time ago.  There’s no such thing as Social Security in this time in history.  If you have children, they are your social security.  As Mary’s oldest child, Jesus has the strongest sense of responsibility for her care.  


I want you to be aware, though, that Mary did have other children.  In the Gospel of Mark, four of them are named:  James, Joses, Judas and Simon.  And there were sisters, too, though we don’t know their names.  You might think that one of these children of Mary could take care of her.  Yet it is his friend John that Jesus is referring to when he says to Mary, “here is your son,” and it is to John that he says, “here is your mother.”  And it is John who from that day, takes Mary into his home and provides for her.  Not James or Joses or Judas or Simon or any of the sisters.  


Maybe John was more reliable than any of Jesus’ deadbeat brothers.  Or more available.  But when you place this story alongside the story from Matthew 12, there is an even stronger sense of what is going on here.  Because there Jesus redefines the whole concept of family.   Who is Jesus’ family?  Who are his brothers and sisters and mother?  Everyone who obeys God.   


Everyone who follows Jesus becomes a part of his family.  And that means that you and I are related to each other as well.  Related by blood.  Jesus’ blood. Just as he did with John and with Mary, Jesus has given us each other:  “Here is your son. . .here is your mother. . . .here is your sister. . .here is your brother.”  We are family.  


But we can’t just say we’re family.  We’ve got to live that reality.  


There was a dad who was busy reading a book, and his little son kept interrupting him.  He would lean against his knees and say, “Daddy, I love you.”  The father would give him a pat and say rather absently, “Yes, son, I love you too,” and then go back to his reading.  But the boy persisted, and finally he ran up to his dad, said “I love you, Daddy,” and then jumped up on his lap and threw his arms around him and gave him big squeeze, and said, “And I’ve just got to DO something about it.”  
 


And so do we.  So do we.

We can learn from what John did.  He took Mary into his home.  That’s a very simple statement, but there are some very real costs involved.  John and his family might have to build on an addition to their house.  Their grocery bill will go up.  Mary may need some new clothes.  John may have to re-write his will to provide for Mary.   Being family is expensive.  


This kind of family commitment does not stop with John.  If you read the New Testament book of Acts, you will see that it is this strong sense of family that leads the early Christians to pool their belongings and to lay aside their personal wealth so that no one would go without basic needs.


It’s still true today.  If we are truly family, that reality will cost us something.  Are you prepared to enlarge your perspective about family to include these people sitting here with you?  Are you ready to write your church family into your monthly budget and your will?    


Being family carries with it some very practical considerations, doesn’t it?  

I believe that there are evangelistic implications as well.  If we recognize the church as family, then we also recognize that there are still some family members out there who need to be brought in.  


Some years ago, there was a shipwreck off the coast of the Pacific Northwest.  A crowd of fishermen in a nearby village gathered to watch the ship as it was smashed on the rocks.  A lifeboat was sent to the rescue, and after a terrific struggle the rescuers came back with all of the shipwrecked sailors but one.  “There was no room in the lifeboat for him, so we told him to stay by the ship and someone would come back for him,” shouted a young man.


“I’ll go.  Who will go with me?” shouted a another young man named Jim.  Just then Jim’s mother cried out, “Don’t go, Jim my boy.  Don’t go.  You are all I have left.  Your father was drowned at sea; your brother William sailed away and we’ve never heard from him; and now if you are lost, I’ll be left alone.  Oh, Jim, please don’t go.”


Jim listened patiently to his mother’s pleading, then said, “Mother, I must go!  It is my duty.  I must go!”  


The onlookers watched as the men in the lifeboat fought their way toward the wreck.  Anxiously Jim’s mother wept and prayed.  They saw the boat start back, a frail little shell tossed about by the angry waves.  At last it came close enough to hear, and they shouted, “Did you get him?”


And Jim shouted back, “Yes, and tell mother it’s William!”  (ill unlmtd, 327)


What’s the old saying:  A stranger is just a friend you haven’t met yet?  Here’s a slight re-write:  A stranger is a member of the family that hasn’t been brought home yet.  



Bob Swift likes to talk about our worship environment as “God’s living room.”  Today it’s the dining room.  It’s a family gathering around the meal that Jesus has prepared.  And everybody’s invited.  
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