EXALTATION OF THE CROSS 14 September 2025

The cross was never a religious symbol for the very first Christians. They shunned any display
of the cross or any image of Jesus on the cross. Anyone living in Jerusalem would have been
used to seeing crosses scattered across the hills surrounding Jerusalem. These crosses were
reminders of shame and of punishment. People saw nothing glorious when they looked at
crosses. The fact that Jesus had hung upon a cross did not make it any less shameful. It is not
until four centuries after Jesus’ death that the cross begins to have a place in the Christian
community. This came about by the discovery of what was believed to be the cross on which
Jesus was crucified when excavations began at that site. Fragments from that cross later began
to be venerated. Eventually images of Christ on the cross made their appearance. As time goes
on these images will be decorated, often with precious jewels, and the Christ figure may even

be clothed as a king or a priest. The cross takes on the appearance of something glorious.

We, of course, recognise the cross as the fundamental Christian symbol. Almost everywhere
in the world, church buildings display an image of the cross — perhaps on the roof or maybe
etched into the walls. Inside our churches we are used to seeing very large crosses with the
image of Jesus on them, such as we see in this church. This image, and others like it, is the
stark image of a crucified Christ. For a long time, devout Christians have cherished the image
of the cross — perhaps in their own homes or maybe as an object they wear around their neck
or carry in their pocket. We don’t experience the revulsion or shame that kept the first

Christians from displaying the cross.

In more recent times, I have noticed two quite different trends about displaying the Christian
cross. On the one hand, some people, perhaps with little connection to Christianity, use it as a
fashion accessory, not even sure what it symbolises or who the image on the cross represents.
On the other hand, some people take offence at the display of the cross, recognising the truth
that it displays someone experiencing a cruel death. They say it should therefore be treated like
any other image of violence and degradation and avoided or even banned. In both these cases,

the image fails to convey any deeper Christian meaning.

So, how do we make sense of today’s feast of the Exaltation of the Cross? Our readings today
help us. We heard about the Israelites and the fiery serpents that came among the people, biting
many of them who died. They cried to Moses so that he might ask God to save them, and God



tells Moses to make a bronze serpent and set it high on a standard. Anyone who was bitten by
a serpent was told to look at the bronze serpent and they would live. This is a story of human
frailty, of danger, and of God’s saving them from death. Jesus appeals to this story in the gospel
and likens himself to the serpent that was lifted up in the desert and so, speaks of the Son of
Man being lifted up. This is clearly a reference to his being lifted up on the cross. But it is more
than this. In John’s gospel the cross is presented as a moment of glory. It conveys the idea of
being exalted, of being victorious. Later on in the gospel, John has Jesus say that the cross is
the moment of his glorification. In other words, it is the moment when his divinity is revealed
— a moment when people will know who he is. Jesus also makes it clear in the gospel that his
being lifted up is also about life for others. The cross becomes the expression of God’s desire

that the world might be saved.

It is almost as though there are two stories of the cross. One is of punishment, cruelty and
shame. It is an image to turn away from. It is the story of the worst of human beings and of the
pain they can inflict on each other. The other is a story God’s solidarity with human beings in
their vulnerability, in order to lift them out of their predicament. This story only makes sense
when you follow the logic of John’s gospel, where God’s word takes flesh and becomes one of

us. This is a story of the promise of life — in fact, of sharing in God’s life.

I believe that this makes the cross a symbol of hope for all of us. The cross doesn’t shy away
from our vulnerability, our weaknesses, even our failures, but it affirms that whatever these
might be, they don’t have to be the last word. Nothing can extinguish the desire God has for
each of us and for all of us, to flourish and to live life to the full. The cross is a symbol of hope
because it reminds us that whatever our situation in life, Jesus walks with us and showing us
the way to that life. The cross is a symbol of hope because it holds out to us the same promise

of exaltation and sharing in God’s life.



