Holy Cross Day
September 14, 2008
Text:  1 Corinthians 1:18-24
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is Truth.  Amen.
Since today is Holy Cross Day, I’d like to begin with a “Show and Tell”.  Here are some of the crosses that I have received over the years.

Probably the one that I wear most often is this one – a cross made out of a scrap piece of oak.  I made it myself 35 years ago when I was ordained.  In fact, I made about 7 or 8 of them, one for each of the participants in my ordination service.

Another favorite of mine is this copper-enameled cross.  I “commissioned” it, so to speak, from an amateur craftsman out in Connecticut.  I received it a year later, when I was interning in Iowa, along with a bill for $30 – which about floored me at the time – I think I was making 300 bucks a month!

\

Here’s one my parents bought for me at an arts and crafts show.  It’s all made out of horseshoe nails.

This one I received from a member of a previous congregation.  It’s made out of some wood from the Holy Land…olive wood, I believe.
And this one is actually Chris’ cross.  She received it from her parents one Christmas.

This – a crucifix – is one that I wear during Lent.  It is made out of ebony, and was given to me by a member of a former congregation who had gotten it in Africa when he was doing volunteer medical work there.

And this cross I bought this past summer when I was in Tanzania.  It, too, is made out of ebony:  there is a dove carved in the center of it, and seven hands carved into the cross-pieces.

We’ve done a strange thing to the cross, haven’t we?  We put a high polish on metal crosses and we wear them as jewelry.  We make big smooth wooden crosses and we hang them up in our churches.  We cast distinctive bronze crosses and we carry them triumphantly in church processions.  

We’ve done a great job, haven’t we, of improving the look of that old, crude, rugged cross.  In fact, crosses look beautiful now.  So beautiful, in fact, that we hardly even associate the cross with death anymore.  It looks so natural.  We would miss it from our churches as an important decoration.  It’s a kind of badge that we proudly display.
Yes, we’ve done a strange thing to the cross.  In fact, it’s kind of similar to the strange thing that Constantine did to the cross.  Constantine, you’ll remember, was the Roman emperor who became a Christian after he saw a cross in the sky, along with the words, “By this sign you will conquer.”  

Constantine was the one who built a church on the traditional site of the Crucifixion in Jerusalem.  This day that we’re celebrating – Holy Cross Day – comes from the day of dedication of that church building – the Church of the Holy Sepulcher – back in 335 A.D.

I understand that modern-day visitors to this Church of the Holy Sepulcher are somewhat disappointed.  I’ve never seen it myself, but they say the chapel of the crucifixion is a garish hodge-podge of votive lanterns and candles.  Yes, we do strange things to the cross.

Because of all these strange things we’ve done to the cross, one of my purposes for us this morning is to recapture what the cross was originally for.  It was a means of torturous death.  If Jesus were to be executed in more modern times, what form of torturous death might be selected for him?

Well, if he were to have been killed in the 1980’s in South Africa, then maybe Christians today would be wearing gold-plated symbols of rubber tires soaked in gasoline and then set aflame.  That was the standard means of torture and execution which some South Africans were inflicting on other South Africans believed to be traitors.

Or if Jesus had been executed in El Salvador or Guatemala back in the 1980’s, would Christians of today wear jeweled miniature electric shock machines? – with various connections to the tongue, to beneath the fingernails.  That was standard Guatemala torture in the 1980’s.

That’s what the cross was back in the days of the Roman Empire:  it was torture leading to death.  In the 1950’s, Jim Bishop wrote a book that has become at least a minor Christian classic.  It’s called The Day Christ Died.  In great detail Bishop describes the crucifixion itself.  Arms outstretched, spikes through both of the wrists, a large spike driven through the feet which were positioned one on top of the other.  To get a feeling for the torture that this was, listen to Bishop’s description of how painful it was just for Jesus to breathe:
His arms were now in a V position, and Jesus became conscious of two unendurable circumstances:  the first was that the pain in his wrists was beyond bearing, and that muscle cramps knotted his forearms and upper arms and the pads of his shoulders; the second was that his pectoral muscles at the sides of his chest were momentarily paralyzed.  This induced in him an involuntary panic; for he found that while he could draw air into his lungs, he was powerless to exhale.

At once, Jesus raised himself on his bleeding feet.  As the weight of his body came down on the insteps, the single nail pressed hard against the top of the wound.  Slowly, steadily, Jesus was forced to raise himself higher until, for the moment, his head hid the sign which told of his crime.  When his shoulders were on a level with his hands, breathing was rapid and easier.  Like the two other crucified with him, he fought the pain in his feet in order to breathe rapidly for a few moments.  Then, unable to bear the pain below, which cramped legs and thighs and wrung moans from the strongest, he let his torso sag lower and lower, and his knees projected a little at a time until, with a deep sigh, he felt himself to be hanging by the wrists.  And this process must have been repeated again and again.
I think we need to recall that first – the tremendous pain and torture and suffering – that the cross represents….we need to understand that first before we go on to try to grasp the paradox.  The great Christian paradox is that the cross is not only a symbol of painful, suffering death, but it is also a symbol of glory.

Did you hear that, first of all, from Paul in our Second Reading?  The message about the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.

Our gospel reading today is from the Gospel of John, and it gives us that beautiful verse that so many of us have memorized…. the verse that Martin Luther liked to call, “The gospel in a nutshell”:  For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal life.”

And later on in John’s Gospel, Jesus uses a surprising word – “glory” – when he describes the cross.  Jesus says, “Now the hour has come for the Son of Man to be glorified.”  Then he goes on to tell the one-sentence parable of the seed dying:  “Truly, truly I tell you, a grain of wheat remains a solitary grain unless it falls into the ground and dies; but if it dies, it bears a rich harvest.”
Do you know what that makes me think?  Maybe what we Christians have done with the cross isn’t so strange after all.  Maybe our polished beautifying of the cross can help us grasp the paradox.  Yes, the cross does mean death, but it also means life!  God took that cross that his Son painfully died upon, and with the power of the Resurrection he triumphantly transformed it into a symbol of glory.  Not only is the cross empty, but the tomb is empty as well!  Jesus Christ has risen from the dead!

Do you see?  As much as all four Gospels center their stories around the cross, there is one thing that the Gospels do not do:  they do not invite us, their readers, to dwell on this darkness, or to see it as some kind of problem.  The passion stories make it clear:  Jesus consented to do this.  He accepted it of His own free will.  He took it upon Himself.

The story of the cross is never told as some kind of tragedy.  The cross is not some kind of horrible mistake that happened.  It is definitely not – as some far-out theologians have claimed – child abuse on the part of God the Father.  The story of the cross is not told as some kind of evidence that Jesus was not the King of all creation.  But rather, the cross is what makes Him King of all creation!  The cross was His coronation!
Yes, there is the deepest darkness of Calvary where Jesus cries out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  But that very same time is exactly the point at which Jesus enters into the glorious unity of the Son with the Father.  In that very abandonment by God Jesus is the One who is directly loved by God!

That’s the secret of the whole cross story.  Nor is it a closed secret.  It is the secret which has been revealed to the whole world in the resurrection of Jesus.  And please realize, people, when we lift up the story of the cross as the center of the story of our salvation, the resurrection is included in that cross story.

Perhaps these crosses – with their smooth finished wood, their burnished metal, their beautiful enamel colorings – perhaps they can help us to see the paradox in our own lives.  And that paradox is this:  you and I are God’s children.  He has given us his love, his acceptance, he has made us a part of his family.  And yet still we experience evil, we know pain, we cry, we suffer loss.  That’s the paradox of being a Christian human being.
St. Ignatius of Antioch, one of the earliest saints and martyrs of the church, said it well at the end of his life.  When he went to his death as a martyr in the second century, he shouted for all to hear:  “I am God’s grain!”
You and I are God’s grain, too:  dying and living, losing and winning, all at the same time – the great Christian paradox.  And the empty, beautiful cross is the sign of it all.  

