HOMILY FOR THE TWENTY-FOURTH SUNDAY OF THE YEAR A

EXALTATION OF THE CROSS

Today, the church all over the world commemorates the exaltation of the Cross of Jesus Christ.  We celebrate, not the suffering of the cross, its hard necessity in life, its reality as a way of following Christ but the cross as reason for boasting, the glory of the cross and exaltation.  


The event we commemorate is the finding of the relics of the cross on which Jesus was crucified in the year 325 A.D.  According to St. John Crysostom, St. Helen, the mother of Emperor Constantine, longed to find the cross of Christ.  For this reason she traveled to Jerusalem where she organized a dig at the hill of Calvary. The diggers uncovered three wooden crosses. They could not tell which of them was the cross of Jesus and which were the crosses of the two thieves crucified with him. Finally they brought a sick woman and a dead man who was being carried to burial. The three crosses were placed one after the other on the sick woman and on the dead man. Two of the crosses had no effect, but on contact with the third cross, the sick woman was healed of her infirmity and the dead man came to life. These miracles clearly indicated which of the three was the holy cross. 

News of the finding of the true cross quickly spread and believers gathered to see the true cross and to venerate it. The Patriarch of Jerusalem, Makarios, standing on a raised platform, lifted high the cross and “exalted” it for all to see. The people fell to their knees, bowing down before the cross and crying out repeatedly: "Lord, have mercy!" St Helen then commissioned a church to be built over the site. The church of the Holy Sepulcher was consecrated on September 13, 335. The feast of the finding and exaltation of the Cross was appointed to be celebrated annually on the following day. The basilica of the Holy Sepulcher is today regarded as the holiest place on earth by Christians of all denominations.  It became a joyous celebration of the mystery of the cross, which Christ transformed from an instrument of shame and judgment to an instrument of salvation.

The second reading and the gospel reflect the significance of the feast.  In the second reading Paul presents the cross as the cause of Christ’s “exaltation”. The gospel speaks of the cross as a moment in which the Son of Man is lifted up “so that everyone who believes in him might not perish but might have eternal life.”  Jesus knew about this when he said to his disciples “If I am lifted up (exalted) from the earth I will draw everyone to myself” (John 12:32).  In this glorious side of the cross, we do not present what created the cross namely, hatred, injustice, wickedness and sin but that which the cross itself creates: reconciliation, peace, glory, security and eternal life.  This is the cross that Paul defines as the “glory” or “boast” of believers.  
Here the church wants us to look beyond the crosses of life; including the ones we are carrying or going through now and see the good things that can come from them.  Out of the cross we carry daily comes change of attitudes, patience, maturity, discipline, wisdom, transformation, etc. that should not be overlooked.  This is what God taught them on their way from Egypt to the Promised Land when he asked them to look up to the molten serpent when bitten by snake.  He wants them to look up to the healing force above of them and not does not give in to the weight of the pains of their wounds, the fear it inflicts on them.    

If we bring this outlook to the different kinds of daily crosses and sufferings we are going through today in America - hurricane and all its fears, destruction and discomfort, lack of money to pay for our insurance and bills, foreclose and the possibility of becoming homeless, high cost of gas and loss of job, etc., the church wants us to look beyond the problems these impose and pose to us and concentrate on the wisdom and discipline we can learn from them.  They say that without cross, there is no crown.  We are to think not about the cross but the crown that comes from it.  It is true that we may feel the wet of the water we go through and the heat of the fire we pass through, but God has promised that we shall never drown or be burned; the flame shall not consume you.  Do not be afraid (Isaiah 43:1b-2).  God told the Israelites not to allow the pains of the snake bite to overcome and weigh them down with fear but to forget how it hurts and look up where help comes from.  And those who heeded as recorded by the first reading were healed.  This is what we see in Christ.  This is what we see in the saints.  This is what we are called to be, namely, to always look beyond the crosses to the glory and salvation therein.
