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24th Sunday in Ordinary Time  
Sunday after the Exaltation of the Cross 

2012 

GOSPEL MK 8:27-35; Gospel: Mark 8:34-9:1 

 

 
Today is the Sunday after the feast of the Exaltation of the Cross, which we celebrated 

on Friday.  The celebration of the Exaltation of the Cross has its origins in the 4th 

century when the Helen, mother of the Emperor Constantine, was entrusted by her son 

to oversee the erection of a complex of church buildings in Jerusalem.  During 

excavations on the hill of Calvary, which was now within the walls of the city and which 

had been buried under tons of landfill, Helen discovered what she believed to be a relic 

of the cross on which Jesus was crucified.  The dedication of the new church complex in 

Jerusalem was completed on September 14, 335 A.D.- hence, what would eventually 

become our feast of the Holy Cross, a kind of mini celebration of Good Friday in the 

middle of year.   

 

In both the Roman and Byzantine calendars, the Sunday after the Exaltation of the 

Cross always calls us to remember not only what happened to the Lord on Good Friday, 

but how taking up the Cross is an inherent part of our own lives as followers of Jesus.  

Both lectionaries have us hear Jesus’ words: 

"Whoever wishes to come after me must deny himself, 

take up his cross, and follow me. 

For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, 
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but whoever loses his life for my sake 

and that of the gospel will save it." 

 
At the very outset, we need to acknowledge, I think, that these are hard words, words 

that we don’t receive very easily.  At last Friday’s Divine Liturgy, I asked people to 

reflect on what we are doing in our liturgical celebration of the Holy Cross by asking two 

questions: 1) what does it mean for us to take up the cross in our own lives, and 2) how 

can we venerate an image of the cross of Jesus without falling into idolatry. 

 

I am absolutely convinced that our attachment and commitment to both Jesus and the 

gospel he proclaimed and lived is dependent on how well we are able to answer those 

two questions, and how well we are able to internalize what happened to Jesus in our 

own lives.  Let me say, first of all, that I don’t believe that this talk about taking up the 

cross is a form of religious psychosis, some kind of masked call to masochism or delight 

in pain and suffering.  That’s not what Jesus’ cross was about, and it is not what we are 

called to.  Neither is it, I believe, an exercise in celebrating God’s delight in, or need for, 

suffering.  Sometimes the way Christians talk, it sounds as if God somehow must either 

hate and punish someone (in this case, his Son instead of us) or must get his pound of 

flesh from somebody in order to love his creation.  That kind of talk was and maybe still 

is one of the contributory causes of atheism in our age. 

 

Having said that, we are still left with needing to make sense of both Jesus’ suffering 

and death on a Roman cross and his call for us to take up our own crosses in order to 

follow him.   What do we do that theologically and spiritually in our own lives?  The one 

who opened the doors for me in grappling with this question was Cardinal Joseph 
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Ratzinger.  Back in the 1980s in one of his books as he was discussing the “obedience” 

of Jesus, 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 he must 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- both Jesus’ cross 

and our own crosses- because both have to do with commitment to truth itself, to what 

truly is, in the face of a tangled web of untruth regularly maintained through violence 

towards others of one kind or another.   

 

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.  Both the religious establishment and the political establishment are interested in 

power and in maintaining their power, and for that reason Jesus must be eliminated.  As 

Jesus stood before Pilate what we see is a clear and radical encounter and conflict 

between the truth of power and the power 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?” 
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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, to the truth of what God was actually 

asking of his people.  When we reflect on what it means to be Jesus’ disciples, on what 

it means for us to take up our own crosses, this commitment to truth, it seems to me, is 

the lens that can help us to make sense of both Jesus’ great act of sacrifice  on the 

cross and its intimate connection to our own lives.   

 

To love God, to venerate the cross of Jesus without turning it into yet another idol, to 

take up one’s own cross and to be willing to lose one’s life for the sake of Jesus and the 

Good News is to give one’s life over completely and unreservedly to the quest for truth 

in life, to the desire to become as transparent to reality, to the truth of things, as we 

possibly can.  Without this commitment to, and desire for, truth in our lives, all that is left 

is power of one kind or another.   

 

This search and commitment can certainly be difficult, extremely difficult, because there 

is so much inside of us that hides the truth of things even from ourselves, there is so 

much inside of us that blinds us and keeps us in bondage.  That’s why each one of us 

needs in life at least one person who will challenge us, who won’t let us rest with our 

self-justifications, who will push us to see through the lies and untruths we concoct in 

order to protect our self-interests.  And usually friends either cannot or will not do this. 
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If a commitment to truth is at the root of both Jesus’ life and our own “life in Christ”, we 

must at the same time acknowledge a difference.  Jesus got it right.  He could see the 

truth, witness to the truth, and in his life embody the truth.  We, however, don’t always 

get it right.  Each of us is to some measure blind and caught in our own web of untruths.  

And yet, despite this, it is the truth that we do see and to which we are committed which 

is at the heart of our dignity and of our freedom as sons and daughters of God.  The 

truth that we see or even that we think we see trumps all expressions of power, all other 

relationships, all our self-interests.  It must be obeyed before all else.   

 

Our Catholic way of talking about this is in terms of “conscience”- our “conscience” must 

always be obeyed, even if we are wrong.  Back in  the 1960s, then Archbishop Joseph 

Ratzinger in his commentary on the Vatican II document, Gaudium et spes, wrote this: 

“Over the pope. .  there still stands one’s own conscience, which must be obeyed before 

all else, if necessary even against the requirement of ecclesiastical authority”.  Those 

are powerful words- words that remind us of just how important commitment to truth 

must be for us.  It is this commitment to truth which lies at the heart of the cross of 

Jesus, which lies at the heart of the gospel, and which lies at the heart of our own lives 

when we hear and understand Jesus’ call for us to “take us our cross” and follow him! 

 

 

 


