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Perspective is not something that comes naturally to us.  

We have to learn it.  

 

The carefully crafted perspective we see  

In paintings of the Western European Renaissance 

Were a rediscovery, a re-invention,  

Of something the ancients had discovered, 

And later generations forgot.  

It is one way of trying to convey  

How we experience the world. 

Not the only way, 

But one way, 

And a way that feels real to many of us.  

 

That perspective is a technique that can be learned. 

 

But what about the ability to see as others see, 

The visual perspective that allows us 

To experience the world  

As another person does? 

 

What about the ability to recognize and analyze 

How our emotions affect our experience of the world: 

Actually change the way we see things? 

 

What about the ability to step back 

From the passions of the moment, 

And look for the vast, ultimately mysterious complex 

Of desires and accidents that shape the events  

That seem ready to overwhelm us? 

 

For some, these skills come more naturally, 

As a gift.  

And still, they need to be practiced. 

For others, 

Reaching for perspective is hard work, 

That sometimes seems impossible.  

 

There is no life in community 

Unless we work on these skills, 
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Embrace them,  

Practice them, 

Celebrate them.  

 

Without the variety of perspectives 

We bring to any moment, 

Our vision is incomplete, 

And our actions can go astray.  

 

Sometimes these perspectives  

Seem like they can never be reconciled,  

And yet,  

If we have the grace to see, 

We can perhaps discover 

That all the lines 

Run towards one end.  

 

I don’t know if this is always true.  

But I have been pondering it the past many days, 

As I, like many of you, 

Confront the anniversary  

Of the attack on our Capitol, 

As I, like many of you, 

Deal with the frustration and anguish 

Of watching the unvaccinated suffer  

When they contract the virus.  

As I, like many of you, 

Struggle to find signs of hope 

In a world on fire.  

 

Into the midst of all these struggles, 

It seems to me, 

Comes the mystery of today’s gospel moment.  

 

John the Baptist and Jesus are related. 

And their perspectives seem impossible to reconcile.  

 

John the Baptist offers the crowd 

A vision of Jesus that may seem daunting: 

This Jesus is powerful, active, 

Fearsome.  

His winnowing fork is in his hand; 

He is discerning, 

Separating the good from the useless, 

And burning up what is not worth saving.  
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This is frightening, 

If we take it seriously.  

 

The perspective of John is challenging, 

To say the least.  

 

What does the world look like, 

If we try to see it through his eyes? 

Uncompromising, demanding, 

Filled with permanent consequences. 

 

What kind of God 

Watches over a world like this? 

And how does that God choose to enter the world, 

To re-establish justice  

And restore relationship?   

 

The God John shows us 

Enters the world in power, 

Winnowing fork in hand.  

The God John shows us 

Enters the world to set things right, 

And the means that God uses seem harsh.  

 

But when God appears, 

Coming down to the river  

To be baptized, 

God in the person of Jesus brings a new perspective.  

 

He has nothing in his hands but prayer.  

Instead of a winnowing fork, 

We see a dove.  

 

Instead of unquenchable fire, 

We hear words of love.  

 

You are my beloved child.  

I am pleased with you.  

 

Words that echo the words  

God has been saying  

To the people chosen to bear God’s name 

Through many generations: 

You are precious in my sight,  

And I love you.  
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Words that are there for all of us, 

Words God is always saying to each of us.  

You are precious.  

I love you.  

 

Jesus and John have very different perspectives.  

And they are related; 

They are a community – 

And in community, 

Community at its best, 

Our perspectives collaborate 

And make a stronger whole. 

 

In a formal painting 

Interested in the rules of perspective,  

Different lines travel towards an unseen point, 

Where they meet. 

 

John and Jesus are looking, 

And traveling,  

Towards the same promise, 

The promise that God wants to enter the world for good, 

Is now and always entering the world for good. 

 

Entering the world as a purifying fire, 

And as all-encompassing love.  

 

Can we see those lines 

Traveling towards one end? 

Can we hold both perspectives? 

 

Can those of us who speak more often of love, 

Remember and proclaim  

That the coming of God among us 

Also means a judging,  

A discerning, a paring down of excess 

And a cutting away  

Of anything that doesn’t promote our wellbeing, 

Or human flourishing, 

Or the healing of the planet? 

 

Can those of us who speak more often of judgment, 

Of the purifying fire that burns through so much we don’t need, 

So much that does harm to others and no good to us, 

Can those who speak of judgment  

Remember and proclaim 



 5 

That the first and final word is love? 

 

The other day,  

As I was pondering these things, 

And, if you must know, 

Wringing my hands over the state of our democracy, 

And an unvaccinated family member in hospital, 

And the fires in Boulder, 

I sat down to read the Economist  

While I ate my breakfast.  

 

It was tempting to give the needle on my outrage meter 

A little boost 

By reading about the state of our democracy, 

But I heard the whisper of a better angel, 

And turned to the last page, 

The obituary of Archbishop Tutu.  

 

He was so human, like the rest of us, 

But so able, by grace, 

To hold the twin perspectives of John and Jesus.  

The fiery proclamation of a winnowing fork, 

Sifting out what in his country led to death and destruction, 

And marking it out as bound for the unquenchable fire.  

An utter condemnation of a sinful system.  

 

And, at the same time, 

The lightness of love, 

The grace of compassion, 

And the vision of a better way of justice, 

A justice that was restorative rather than punitive.  

And above all,  

The certainty, 

The certainty of Jesus, 

That the first and last word is love.  

 

We are called to hold those two perspectives, 

To hear the call of John for justice 

And follow the way of Jesus, 

The one who is love.  

 

You can hear these perspectives  

Echoing through our baptismal covenant. 

 

You can see these perspectives 

Leading to one point. 
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In art, 

It’s called the vanishing point. 

 

But in our lives in faith, 

It’s the point that becomes manifest, 

Clear and visible at the center of all things, 

In the person of the one who has come among us, 

Hearing the message of love, 

Sharing the message of love, 

Being the message of love.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


