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Exaltation of the Cross 2014 

Today is the celebration of the Exaltation of the Cross in both the Western and Eastern 

Churches.  After Helen, mother of the emperor Constantine, discovered in the 4th 

century what she believed was the true cross of Jesus as excavations were being 

done for the building of the basilica of the Holy Sepulcher in Jerusalem, a kind of mini-

celebration of Good Friday took place on 14 September, the date of the basilica's 

dedication.  The feast entered the Western calendar in the seventh century after the 

Emperor Heraclius recovered the Cross, which 15 years earlier the Persians had 

carried it off as plunder in when they had sacked the city of Jerusalem.  After its 

recovery, the Cross was dismembered, broken into pieces and sent throughout 

Christendom so that it could never be stolen again. 

 

What this feast does is to make us face once again the question of the meaning of 

Jesus' suffering and death, why the Cross of Jesus is the pre-eminent symbol and 

sign of Christian discipleship.     A few weeks ago, I suggested at Mass when there 

was another reading connected to the Cross that  the gospels present us with a God 

who is willing to lose in order to be able to find us and to work His good in this world. 

Losing is not what any of us usually does very well, and yet, if that is what Jesus really 

did as he went to his crucifixion, what was the good that God was working in the all-

too human drama when Jesus was betrayed, captured as criminal, tried before a 

kangaroo religious court, hauled before an oppressive military judge, beaten, 

scourged, mocked, and dragged off to be crucified naked before the eyes of his 

enemies, his friends, and indifferent, hardened Roman soldiers.  
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What is there in these events that speak something to us about God and about what 

our own lives can and should look like? St. Paul wrote to the church in Corinth that 

"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. . .For Jews demand signs and Greeks desire 

wisdom, but we proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling-block to Jews and foolishness 

to Gentiles, but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power 

of God and the wisdom of God."  How is this cross thing the power and wisdom of 

God?. . .  we have to ask this question because it certainly looks like something else. 

 

 The one who opened the doors for me in grappling with this question was Cardinal 

Joseph Ratzinger.  Back in the 1980s in one of his books as he was discussing the 

“obedience” of Jesus, and Ratzinger argued that we should not understand Jesus’ 

obedience to God as some kind of mechanical fulfillment of a  pre-ordained letter of 

the law that for some reason he had to die.  No.  Jesus  dies, the Cardinal said, 

“because there are forces hostile to truth; his obedience is fidelity to truth in conflict 

with the tangled web of untruth”.  It is precisely by obeying truth that Jesus obeys both 

the Father and the Scriptures.   There is something extraordinarily simple but profound 

in this understanding of the cross.  Jesus goes to the cross precisely as a witness to 

the reality of things, to the truth of things.  At his trial, neither his accusers nor his 

judge are interested in the truth of things.   As Jesus stood before Pilate what we see 

is a clear and radical encounter and conflict between the truth of power and the power 
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of truth.  Pilate coldly reminds Jesus that he, as the representative of Roman political 

and military power, has the capacity either to destroy him or to let him go free.  Jesus 

tells Pilate that he- Jesus- is a king precisely because he has come into the world to 

give evidence, to bear witness, to the truth of things, and that those who belong to the 

truth listen to his voice.  Pilate sarcastically responds, “Truth!  What is that?” 

 

Caught in a web of untruths, of lies, rooted in the lust for power and in the violence 

necessary for maintaining power,  Jesus stands, absolutely and unreservedly, as a 

witness, committed  to what no one else seems to have wanted- a witness to the truth 

of things, to the truth of God, to the truth of what religion had become in his own day 

and how it had become a cover for the lust of power, and to the truth of what God was 

actually asking of his people.   

 

What God was doing through the Cross of Jesus was revealing the truth of things and 

inviting all of us into lives of "truth-telling", beginning with the truth about ourselves, 

about who we are and about what we are.  "Truth", as I tell the seminarians, is not an 

abstraction found through logic and syllogisms.  Truth, when it is real, always begins 

with me, always starts with my own life, before it ventures to speak about any other 

truth.   

 

The Cross of Jesus invites all of us into this space and place of truth-telling, and that 

can be far more difficult than we either think or want.  The invitation to tell the truth, 

beginning with the truth about us, can be very frightening and very challenging.  And 
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so the Cross also stands as the place where God opens the doors to us, where God 

invites us into His own hospitality, and spreads out His arms in an attempt to embrace 

His creation and His human children.  As the apostle John wrote in those, perhaps 

most famous words of the New Testament, "And just as Moses lifted up the serpent 

in the desert, so must the Son of Man be lifted up,so that everyone who believes in 

him may have eternal life.” For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so 

that everyone who believes in him might not perish but might have eternal life. For 

God did not send his Son into the world to condemn the world, but that the world might 

be saved through him.  

 

On the Cross, we see God's heart being broken for us and towards us, where the 

divine hospitality, that we often secretly and unconsciously long for, is being revealed.  

Hospitality is always a place where one gives oneself in truth to another, a place where 

one honestly opens oneself to "the other", shows who one really is, and welcomes the 

other into one's life.  The proclamation of the Gospel is that in and through the Cross 

event, God did just that.  As Jesus spread out his arms between heaven and earth on 

a  Roman instrument of torture and death, God was creating the space where all of 

creation would be welcomed back, where the doors to the Table would be closed to 

no one, where "truth" and "love"  would become so intertwined that it would be 

impossible to have one without the other. 

 

The Cross of Jesus, then, according to the Gospel is the means by which truth-telling 

and hospitality are joined in an inseparable bond.  Anyone who read C.S. Lewis' The 
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Great Divorce, will remember that "heaven" is precisely the place where God's 

hospitality and the acceptance of the truth about one's own life intertwine.  Heaven 

can be painful because it won't trade off truth and hospitality against one another.  To 

accept the truth about oneself is the precondition for accepting the hospitality of 

heaven, and the hospitality of heaven provides the space where we are safe and free 

enough to engage in that truth-telling which begins with ourselves and which always 

involves the need both to forgive others and to be forgiven by others. 

 

The Cross of Jesus tells us, I am convinced, that the Christian community is called to 

be just that kind of place- heaven on earth- where both hospitality and truth-telling 

intertwine and shape our lives.  It is here, as Pope Francis never tires of reminding us, 

that the mercy and the truthfulness of God need to be embodied in a merciful and 

truthful community of Jesus' disciples.  For Christians, then, to love God and to 

venerate the Cross of Jesus means giving one's life over completely and unreservedly 

to the quest both to become transparent to reality, to the truth of things, and to live in 

openness and hospitality to those around us.  And that quest is rooted in us receiving 

the Good News that as Jesus, the eternal Son, was lifted up on the Cross, both the 

truth and the hospitality of God were broken open for us. 


