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How many people know what an oxymoron is?  I should have known it would be a lot of you in this highly educated parish…  Even though oxymoron sounds like it should be an exotic illness, or maybe, a laundry product, it is, in fact, a figure of speech that joins together two seemingly opposite ideas, often for ironic effect.  For instance, a mother with small children might describe her household as “organized chaos.”  Other common examples would include: “same difference” and “accidentally on purpose.”


I bring this up because I believe that the name of our special feast today is an oxymoron – or maybe even two, depending on how you count.  In its original context, the cross was anything but “holy”; and it was far from being something to “exalt,” or to associate in any way with “triumph.”  We may not be readily in touch with those early Christian sensitivities because over the past two millennia, the cross has become so deeply ingrained in our lives that we almost take it for granted.  Its very familiarity has made it comfortable and routine: it has become a decorative element to put on a vestment, or a sculpture or painting to hang on a wall which identifies a church or home as Catholic or Christian.  

It may shock you, then, to learn that Christians did not depict the crucified Christ until the 5th century because, from their viewpoint, the imagery was so filled with shame and with pain.  The analogy I am about to use won’t quite get if for us, because the electric chair was developed in the early 20th century as a “more humane” means of execution; but let’s go with it anyway, just to get some inkling.  Imagine that Jesus were to come back today and to walk with us for several years, preaching, teaching, and healing as he did in New Testament times.  Imagine that, once again, his teaching and example so disturbed some people that they conspired to execute him; and that eventually they succeeded in having him put to death, this time, in the electric chair.  And imagine that we, Jesus’ followers, were made to witness his execution.
I will spare you the grisly details of death by electrocution; but suffice it to say that even this “more humane” form of execution is no picnic to watch.  So…  can you imagine us, in the scenario I have described, beginning to make paintings and sculptures of Jesus strapped into the chair at the moment when the “on” switch is thrown?  Can conjure up a Christianity where such representations would routinely be displayed in churches and homes?  I’m not even sure what we would use to replace the sign of the cross which we make on entering a church; maybe a small battery in place of the holy water font that would administer a mild shock when we touched it devotionally?!  And it’s certainly hard to imagine the electric chair as a vestment decoration.  And more to the point for today’s feast: could you honestly fathom us celebrating a major feast of the Exaltation or Triumph of the Electric Chair?

Today’s feast commemorates the miraculous discovery of the remains of the cross of Jesus.  It was found, we are told, by St. Helena – the mother of the Emperor Constantine – on September 14, 326 A.D., while she was on pilgrimage to Jerusalem.  Observance of the feast began almost immediately, and by the 7th century it was widespread in both the Eastern and the Western churches.  It seems obvious, however, that this feast is about much more than the discovery of some buried pieces of old wood.  We’re told that the original Greek name of the feast literally meant the “bringing to light” of the cross; and as is so often the case in our Church, this has a metaphorical and spiritual meaning which is at least as important as the literal one.  Let’s see, then, if we can bring some light to our oxymoronic feast: how did we come to call an instrument of shame, torture, and death “holy”; and how did we come to associate it with “triumph” or “exaltation”?
I had occasion recently to watch the movie “Gandhi” again on DVD.  I had not seen it since its theatrical release many years ago, and so had forgotten the powerful impact which the film had on me at the time.  The particular scene I want to focus on is one where a group of Indian laborers, who work in a salt plant for their British overlords,  have gone on strike under Gandhi’s leadership.  They are seeking – peacefully, non-violently – to access the grounds of the plant in order to picket there for better wages, hours, safety conditions, and so on.  They line up on the dirt road about 5 or 6 abreast facing a phalanx of armed British soldiers who are blocking the entrance to the plant.  
Slowly, peacefully, and with astonishing courage, the Indian laborers approach the line of British soldiers – who proceed to brutally beat the natives to the ground with their rifle butts.  As each row of laborers falls, stunned and injured, the Indian women (who are standing along both sides of the road) come out and drag the wounded men off the roadway to tend to their wounds; and the next row of men come forward to receive the same treatment.  Meanwhile, the injured men from the first line, once they have been bandaged and have recovered their wits about them, go to the back of the line and wait their turn to advance to the front where they will once again be beaten senseless.
Foolishness?  Insanity?  Perhaps.  But standing off to the side, furiously scribbling eyewitness notes, is an American newspaper reporter played by Martin Sheen.  And what does the reporter see?  What does any witness of the scene see?  What I recall from my first viewing was the power and the genius of Gandhi’s non-violence.  It made crystal  clear who the brutes were in the scene, and who the civilized, enlightened people were.  Despite British allegations to the contrary, it was obviously themselves and not the Indian labor force who were the troublemakers, the instigators of violence; the workers were defenseless victims.  And as I watched the scene for the first time, the penny dropped for me about the crucifixion.

On the cross, Jesus – innocent and without sin – remains who he has always been.  His message is one of trust in a loving God whom he calls Father.  His message is one of reconciliation and forgiveness, even for those who mock and torment him.  And while, in his humanity, he neither sought nor relished his painful suffering and death, he understood that avoidance of the cross would have entailed denying himself and what he stood for – and that, he could not or would not do.  And just look at him up there: was there any other moment of his life, any other act of his, that made so abundantly clear where evil and violence were situated and where goodness and mercy could be found? 

Now, whenever I look at a crucifix, I see a God-man with arms wide open in unconditional love.  “Bring your worst,” he seems to say to us humans.  “Throw at me all your darkness and violence and rage and fear.  You will NOT alter the love that my Father and I have for you.  And your hatred and wrongdoing– while they may have painful consequences – will not be the final word.  God will vindicate and exalt his Son and all who follow his Son’s way.”  In the words of St..Paul: Jesus “humbled himself, becoming obedient to death, even death on a cross.  Because of this, God greatly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, of those in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.”  
The message of the crucified Jesus is simple enough.  The way to stop hating and fearing is to stop hating and fearing.  If not us, who?  And if not now, when?  The Triumph of the Cross, sisters and brothers, is the triumph of reconciliation and forgiveness over wrath and vengeance; the triumph of courage and trust over doubt and fear; the triumph of hope over despair; the triumph of light and life over darkness and death.
And Christ’s triumph on the cross cannot – and does not – end at Calvary.  Here at the Eucharist, the risen Christ offers himself again and again – body, blood, soul, and divinity – to be consumed for our good, to be annihilated for our transformation.  In Christian iconography, Christ is the pelican who, according to legend, opens it breast to feed its starving young on its own blood.  But Christ is not the only giver here.  At the preparation of the gifts, when members of our community  come forward with the bread and wine, they offer in our name food and drink, symbols (like all gifts!) of our selves.  Our monetary offering, in turn, symbolizes our self-gift to our sisters and brothers in need; it enacts our conviction that the lost and the least are our sisters and brothers, and that we are, indeed, their “keepers.”  In our world so much given to a “me first” approach, we are sent forth to model a different way: “winning” by letting go, finding ourselves by losing ourselves.
So I invite each of you this morning to join me in shouldering the paradoxical cross – the sign of pain and defeat which, through Jesus’ lifting up, has become a symbol of consolation and victory.  Come, brethren, follow where our Captain trod,
our King victorious, Christ the Son of God.  Lift high the cross, the love of Christ proclaim till all the world adore his sacred Name.
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