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“The Face of Love”


The death I was watching was killing me, too.  


When you see the person you love most in the world being crucified before your very eyes, it is enough to make you feel as though your own heart is nailed to a cross.  Just a few feet from my tortured gaze, Jesus of Nazareth hung suspended, His death sentence being carried out one agonizing breath and drop of blood at a time. It was a sight that would be indelibly etched on my heart for the rest of my life.


Standing so close to the Cross and being identified as a disciple of Jesus put me in a position of easily signing my own death warrant.  Being a follower of Jesus had never been popular, but standing at that moment between a mob insane with demonic hatred and a squadron of Roman soldiers with crucifixion on their agenda had lethal implications.  


Still, thoughts of my own safety were the furthest thing from my mind.  All the other disciples had fled into the darkness at Jesus’ arrest the night before and were still hiding in the darkness of their own fear.   But I stood at the foot of the Cross, drawn there by my love for my Master.   Love for my Master had led me to follow Jesus for over three years.  I could be no other place but near Him.  Standing at the foot of the cross was the most dangerous place I could be, but it was the only place I wanted to be now.  


I was not standing there alone.  


I was not the only one who loved Jesus standing there at the foot of the cross... 

  not the only one with tears streaming down my face, 

    not the only one whose heart was being pierced by the horrifying sight, 

       not the only one whose love for Jesus overruled the urge to self-preservation.

Next to me, clutching each other in grief stricken desperation, were Jesus’ mother, Jesus’ aunt Salome--my own mother--, Mary Magdalene, whom Jesus had delivered from seven demons and a life of sin-filled destitution, and Mary the mother of Clopas.  These women, too, had followed Jesus in life, and now, they were willing to follow Him to death if need be.  They were the only faces showing love for Jesus in the vast sea of people spread out before the Cross.  Most of the faces in the crowd were contorted by a mixture of twisted pleasure and hardened rebellion at the suffering they saw on the face of Jesus.


The face of Jesus was barely recognizable.  I had seen that face at all times of the day, in nearly every conceivable situation, and I could never have imagined the way I saw it today.  I had seen that face break into a huge smile with laughter as Jesus played with children or watched a lame man take his first steps after Jesus’ healing touch.  Sometimes, often at night by the flickering firelight, I had seen Jesus with a far away look, as if He was looking into the future at things to come.  I had seen that face strained by deep sorrow as Jesus had seen the effects of sin and death in the lives of people.  There were many times I saw Him moved with deep compassion as Jesus saw crowds of people harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.  I had seen that face earnest and intense as Jesus taught those crowds Kingdom truths.  There was the day I saw Jesus’ face dark and magnificent in holy anger at the prideful stubbornness of religious hypocrites as He cleared the Temple of greedy merchants using God as a means to personal gain.  So many times I had seen that face in prayer, so at home in conversation with His Heavenly Father, that it made me and the other disciples ask Jesus to teach us to pray like that, too.  


That wonderful face....

Tears streaming down his cheeks and off His beard at the tomb of His friend Lazarus…
Strong and warrior-like, confronting demons and defeating them with the word of His authority.  
Gentle and redemptive as He forgave the woman caught in the act of adultery…  
Amused and delighted as He handed out the miraculous supply of loaves and fish to us who in turn fed 20,000 people from the lunch of a little boy…  
Weary with exhaustion after seeing hundreds of people in a day, praying with them and touching them with His supernatural power…  
Calm in the midst of a howling storm on the Sea of Galilee; in complete control as Jesus ordered the waves to sit down and the wind to be still… 
Up on a high mountain I had seen that face radiant, transformed with the glory of His majesty as he spoke to Moses and Elijah…

I had seen that face harden with courageous resolve as He told us about His impending death as we began our final journey to Jerusalem together.   
Just last night, I had seen that face, so young in time and old in wisdom, in such agony that He was literally sweating great drops of blood in the Garden of Gethsemane...then puzzled and saddened as Judas had betrayed Him with a kiss on the cheek.  
I had watched Him, regal and calm as He faced His accusers, answering without reservation “I AM” to the question of whether He, Jesus of Nazareth, was truly the Messiah, the Son of God.  
Yes, I had grown to love that face...but now between the physical torture He was experiencing and the spiritual suffering He was enduring from the crushing weight of humanity’s sin laid on Him, Jesus was barely recognizable. 


At His trial, a mockery of Jewish justice, the priests who convicted Him of blasphemy for His fearless confirmation that He was the Messiah, had blindfolded and beat that face over and over, spitting on him while they pummeled Him.  His lips were broken and bleeding, His eyes blackened and swelling, his cheeks puffy from the blows.  In their rage, supposedly motivated by righteous indignation but in reality fueled by demonic instigation, the Pharisees pulled out patches of Jesus’ beard, hurling their hatred in His face and pieces of His beard still attached to skin to the floor.  


The punishment was only beginning.


The priests pushed, pulled and dragged Jesus on a journey that led them to Pilate, then to Herod and finally back to Pilate.  They continued to beat Him along the way with words, fists and clubs, yet Jesus never once reciprocated with a look of hatred, vengeance, fear or vindictiveness.  The acuteness of His pain was obvious, but His serenity in the midst of the suffering was unmistakable.  


When at last Pilate caved in to the demands and political threats of the priests and the mob, the Roman soldiers went to work on Jesus with their own form of torture, intentionally designed to bleed every bit of life just short of death out of a condemned prisoner in order to make death by crucifixion that much quicker.  After all, they had better things to do than sit around waiting for people to die.  They led Jesus out into their courtyard where they had first beat Him on the head with a reed and, putting the reed in His hand as a mock scepter, they surrounded Him and jeered at Him with profane taunts.  The mockery was designed to strike at the heart of the prisoner’s identity.  


Then they went to work on His body. 


Stripping Him naked, they bent Jesus over, tying His hands to a pole, exposing Him to even more ridicule.  Two soldiers, one on either side, began systematically lashing Him with a despicable weapon called the cat-o-nine-tails.  Leather straps studded on the ends with sharp bones and glass would rain down on the prisoner’s back, wrapping themselves around the trunk of his body, tearing flesh down to the bone with every blow.  The prisoner was literally beaten from the ankles to the neck until blood spattered like rain on the soldiers and the surrounding ground.  Some condemned men never made it past the flogging.  Jesus did.  After the vicious whipping, the soldiers continued to mock Him in a sadistic ritual they called “The King’s Game”.  Finding a branch from a thorn tree and gingerly fashioning the branch into a crown studded with inch long thorns, they slammed it down on His head, opening even more wounds while mockingly paying Him homage as royalty.  Between the beatings of the priests, the lashes of the whip, the punctures of the thorns and the finishing blows of the soldiers, the face of Jesus was no longer recognizable as Jesus and barely discernible as a man.  That was the face the women and crowd and I saw in front of us.


Several hours had passed since they had thrown Jesus down on the ground on the splintered wood of the crosspiece of His cross and nailed Him in place.  As they lifted Jesus into the air, the crowd continued to pelt Him with blasphemy and mockery.  The soldiers, seemingly oblivious to the eternal drama taking place in front of them, had gambled for Jesus’ robe, the last of His earthly possessions, and sat watching with cynical boredom.  The centurion began to look at Jesus with growing puzzlement and wonder as he heard Jesus hoarsely say, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”  He had never heard a plea for forgiveness from a prisoner on behalf of his executioners before.  The more the centurion watched, the more he realized he had never seen any man die like this, and he had seen many.  The women continued to stand at the foot of the cross, crushed by their own pain and despair, crying tears of wrenching sorrow that seemed to come from the very depths of their hearts.  Instinctively I went over to my mother and Jesus’ mother and put my arms around them, letting them lay their heads on my shoulders and wet my cloak with their tears.  None of Jesus’ brothers or sisters were there to comfort their mother, so I did.  Over the many years the families had known each other and especially since I had become a disciple of Jesus, I grew to love Mary as much as my own mother.  Joseph had been dead for some time.  As the oldest son Jesus had cared and provided for His mother even after He had left home to begin His journey culminating with His destiny at the cross. It was the responsibility of the oldest son to care for his mother if the father died and make sure that responsibility was covered in the event of his own death.  For Jesus, the event of His own death was in its final gasping hours.


Jesus moved His head painfully.  Wincing as He put His full weight on His feet, pierced together and fastened onto the cross by a rusty spike, He pushed Himself up to capture a breath.  The evil genius of crucifixion was that death came as a combination of massive blood loss, screaming physical agony and slow asphyxiation.  Every breath was excruciatingly gained by forcing the body’s weight on the spike driven through the feet, against and up the splinters of the cross high enough to allow air to rush into the lungs. Once gained, the crucified person could not release the breath until pushing himself up again.  It was like breathing under water, gasping for air each time the man’s head could break the surface, only infinitely more painful.  Speaking only accentuated the torture. When the person no longer had the strength to capture a breath, death would soon follow.  Of all the twisted ways men have invented in the way of torture and death, crucifixion is among the most hideous.  It was all I could do to watch my beloved Friend and Lord suffer such a death.


Jesus turned His head again, and through swollen eyes He looked over at me and seemed to beckon me and His mother.  The centurion stood aside in what must have been an unusual gesture of respect and let us come closer.


We were looking straight up at Him now, standing in the midst of the blood drops that had fallen to the ground from the cross.  Even now, I can still remember the patterns the drops had made in the dust.  Together, Mary the mother of the Messiah, and I, the disciple whom Jesus loved, stood gazing into that disfigured and yet divinely beautiful face.  We could see the immense suffering in His eyes, yet we saw that familiar look of tender love we knew so well.


Jesus looked down at His mother, His love for her never more apparent.  “Dear woman”--the term was a common one of endearment and respect-- “here is your son.”  Then, turning to me, His voice showing His trust and love, He said, “Here is your mother.”  My arms around Mary, eyes full of tears, I looked back up at Jesus and nodded.  Yes.  I would care for Mary as my own mother.  To have Jesus trust me with such a responsibility was a privilege I would gladly take.  Our eyes, Master and disciple, friend and friend, met in wordless, love-filled agreement.  


It all came to me, then.  Even in the midst of the agony of the cross, Jesus showed His love to those who loved Him most...and least.  

It was that kind of love...


...love that went beyond loving only those who loved Him,



loving the unlovely, 




the unlovable 





and the ones most resistant to His love...


it was that kind of love that had made me follow Jesus in the first place.  


It was that kind of love that transformed me from a quick-to-anger “Son of Thunder” into the “Apostle of Love”.  It was the love that I had seen on the face of Jesus day in and day out and now finally, wholly evident on His face that led me to stand by that cross now.  That love that would carry me through the days and years ahead, caring for Mary and countless others.  The love of Jesus crucified selfishness in me and filled me with an overflow of His unconditional love. 


It is the same love that comes to all who will stand at the foot of the cross, look up into that matchless face of love and accept gladly whatever Jesus asks us to do.  It is only at the Cross that we can truly see the Face of love...only at the Cross that we can truly receive the heart of love.  


Come.  Stand with me at the foot of the cross.  Look at the face of love.  Listen to the voice of love.  Open your life to the King of love. 

 In Jesus, find the love that will change you forever, too. 

Beyond the Story

To help you think, pray, share and do
1. John is referred as “the disciple who Jesus loved.”  He was one of the inner circle of three disciples were especially close to the Lord.  The opening line of this story is “the death I was watching was killing me, too.”  Have you had the experience of losing someone you loved?  How can you relate to John’s feelings?
2. This story especially focuses the face of Jesus, which has been characterized by artists and authors in many ways down through the centuries.  How do you envision the face of Jesus?  Why?

3. Jesus trusted John with the care of His mother…a sacred responsibility.  If someone you knew asked you to take over care for a family member of theirs because they were dying, how would you respond?

4. John testifies at the end of this story that the love of Jesus transformed his life from the inside out.  How has Jesus changed your life?
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