
 Triumph of the Cross: Numbers 21:4b–9; Psalm 98:1–4; I Corinthians 18–24; John 3:13–17.
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“God decided, through the foolishness of our proclamation,
to save those who believe.”

1 Corinthians 1:21b

Crosses are everywhere. It’s not just that I spend a lot of time in churches, so that I see them
so frequently. I would invite all of you to consciously start noticing the number of crosses in
your world. Unless you are holed up in a tent in the wilderness somewhere, I would defy all

of us to try to spend a cross-free day in
the normal course of our business,
pleasure, driving, and shopping. We
wear crosses around our necks, on our
lapels, on the bumpers of our cars,
behind our cash registers, on our checks,
on our key rings, placed by the side of
roads as memorials, on the covers of
books and magazines—the list is
staggering and endless. This does not
count the crosses in our homes, secreted
in our pursues or wallets, carried in our
pockets, used as bookmarkers, and the
subjects of endless doodling when we’re
bored at a meeting or while we’re on the
phone with a few moments to spare. If
we are to celebrate a feast called the
“Tri umph of the Cross,” we have to first
admit that yes, indeed, the cross, as an
image, has won. There isn’t a symbol in any of our lives that outranks in pure tonnage the number
of crosses with which we’re surrounded. 

To that end, it’s a mixed blessing. If we saw—really looked at—even a small percentage of these
crosses, and actually thought of Jesus in the same moment, then I would say the proliferation of
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crosses was a good thing. However, I think the actual ubiquity of crosses we encounter each day
makes us blind to the power and importance of the cross as a visual reminder of the gift we have
received from God, through his son, Jesus Christ. Beyond that, I wonder whether the crosses with
which we surround ourselves are rather used like a good-luck-charm, something like a religious
rabbit’s foot or lucky horseshoe. In so many instances, we’ve relegated the cross to an expression of
superstition. I know this is true in many Irish households—and I have to admit it is true in my
own—in which a cross is hung by the front door and over one’s bed to ward off the power of
demonic spirits the Irish were convinced were afoot across the land. In fact, the Irish wanted to
hedge their bets because the Celtic cross was an amalgam of both the Christian cross symbol, and
ancient pre-Christian symbols. “In Ireland, it is a popular myth that the Celtic cross was introduced
to the island by Saint Patrick during his time converting the pagan Irish. It is believed that he
combined the symbol of Christianity, a cross, with the symbol of the sun, to give pagan followers an
idea of the importance of the cross by linking it with the idea of the life-giving properties of the
sun,” the sun having been worshiped for aeons before the arrival of Christianity to the Emerald
Isle.2

Like so many things, the cross itself has been used as a battleground. Roman catholics have
gravitated to crucifixes, with the body of Jesus nailed to the wooden crossbeams. Protestants have
instead worshiped the cross unadorned, without the body of Christ. In my mind, both are equally
legitimate symbols. The crucifix to me reflects the incarnated, bodily Christ, while a cross by itself
reflects more the instrument of torture and oppression. All of this may, of course, reflect more
about my Roman catholic childhood than my adult Lutheranhood. I have to admit when Jesus and
Saint Paul—and my sainted Grandmother Katie—admonish us, they tell us to take up the cross, and
not to take up a crucifix. The figure hanging over my bed is the figure of Christ crucified, without
the cross, just the body itself; ultimately that is what is significant to me: Jesus himself, human,
willing to suffer for us to redeem us from our darkness, to teach us how to go to the light where we
find God. 

As another point of conflict, many of us make the sign of the cross with our right hand as a gesture
of prayer and affirmation. This expression, however, particularly in Protestant America, was deemed
too Roman catholic for many good Protestants, a point of view that continues even to this day,
even, I suspect, among members of this particular congregation. 

We Christians, then, are left wondering—when we stop long enough to think about it seriously, and
this is a serious line of thought in which all of us should engage—we Christians are left wondering,
what are we to make of the cross? What does it mean to us? What does seeing or placing a cross say
to us? As Saint Paul is teaching us this morning, the cross itself is what should bring us together. The
cross speaks in mute eloquence of something that really happened—a historical certitude in an
uncertain world—on a craggy, forlorn hilltop some two thousand years ago. Let us reflect on the
cross briefly over the past two thousand years.

We human beings create tokens, and oftentimes these tokens are those of death, loss, and heartache.
Late at night, oftentimes during the chill of winter, I would steal down to the Viet Nam Memorial
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when I lived in Washington, DC, to stare at the names etched into the black granite walls and
meditate upon the heroism and dedication of the soldiers who had died, and lament the waste of
life, treasure, and possibility reflected in the 50,000-plus names engraved on the shiny black surface.
We have turned the concentration camps of Europe—Auschwitz, Dachau, Buchenwald, and
others—into memorials to remind ourselves of the many millions of Jews, Gypsies, prisoners of
war, homosexuals, resistance fighters, and ordinary persons who rebelled against the genocide of
their brothers and sisters—into places of reverence and remembrance. Up the road a bit from here,
we can visit Gettysburg and walk the same rolling Pennsylvania hills where there were 50,000
casualties—dead, wounded, and missing—in a single battle early in July 1863, the bloodiest day in
American history by far, as American fought American to keep the United States united and to free
our nation from the brutal ugliness of slavery. Now, we as a nation are engaged in a national
discussion about how to memorialize the victims of 9/11 in the most appropriate way. Few seem to
understand that the only way to memorialize appropriately all of these persons—the victims of the
concentration camps, the battlegrounds, the wars, and the wanton acts of violence—and most
assuredly, additionally, the crucifixion of Jesus on the cross—is by making peace and working for
mercy and justice.

The cross is different from all these other examples of human carnage, and yet at the same time
woefully the same. The difference is that through the cross, and more importantly, through Jesus’
teachings and his life, and his subsequent return to the God who created us all, we were redeemed:
so that everyone who believes in him may not perish, but rather have eternal life, as we read in this
morning’s gospel. And yet, over the past twenty centuries, since Jesus redeemed us, the killing has
not abated. The 20 century was the worst ever in terms of the sheer multitude and magnitude ofth

killing, for almost a quarter of a billion persons perished in the 20  century, the stark and grim resultth

of human war and whim. 

“For God so loved the world,” the evangelist John writes. We can only pray in thanksgiving that
God loves us so much, but at the same time, fervently pray that we humans might learn the lesson
and love each other a little more—as God loves us. The cross challenges us all: every time we
encounter a cross in our lives, and I’ve already established that is several times a day for all of us, we
must ask ourselves, “What have we done personally to lift the cross from each other’s beleaguered
shoulders?”
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About the artwork on page one

This painting is one of a series made by Sutherland in preparation for a larger version commissioned for a church in
Northampton. The sources on which he drew indicate the way he saw the theme in terms of past paintings, the
individual and recent historical events. His primary reference point was Matthias Grunewald’s famous Issenhiem
altarpiece (illustrated to the left), in which Christ is shown anguished and blistered; Sutherland drew himself slung from
the ceiling. He also referred to recently released photographs of dead and starving Concentration Camp victims.


