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Cross Sunday

Sermon by Fr. Terenti Wasielewski

March 15, 2023

     The third Sunday of Great Lent commemorates the Holy Cross. The placement of the Holy Cross in the center of the church indicates that we have reached the midpoint of Great Lent. This midpoint not only means that we only have twenty some days left, but more importantly it means that our journey to Pascha takes on a new course. The focus during these past few weeks was on a personal renewal, a personal reflection of our lives, recalling the good, the bad and the ugly. We did this through various methods whether it was through fasting and prayer, attending the services or reflecting in the privacy of our home before an icon. It does not mean that we are not out of the woods and that fasting and personal reflection are behind us, rather we take on another focus. 
         This focus changes to Golgotha and the resurrection.   The cross in the center of the church prefigures the events that are to come and we will now begin to hear in the services of the passion of our Lord. The cross before us at this time has its own underlying theme as well. The church realizes that the past weeks have been strenuous since we have focused on fasting and prayer. Now that we have gotten used to this Lenten rhythm and may be exhausted, the church gives us a glimpse of the resurrection in order to give us a burst of energy to continue on the journey to Pascha. 
     Not only is the cross itself a visual enticement but the parts of the service for today’s feast are intended to lure us into the anticipation of Christ’s resurrection. The canon from the morning Matins service is in part taken directly from the Paschal service that we will celebrate in a few weeks from now. Just as the paschal canon is traditionally sung at the end of Forgiveness Vespers at the beginning of Lent to inspire us and point to that great day of Pascha, so too are the parts of the paschal canon that were sung at the Matins Service prescribed for this morning. It is intended to inspire us to continue the course and to fight the good fight.
   The cross is perhaps the pre-eminent symbol that identifies the Christian faith. It is adorned on the top of our churches, it is worn around our necks, it is placed on graves at the cemetery. 
     The commemoration of the cross outside of Great and Holy Friday is abundant in the Orthodox liturgical year.  The cross is commemorated in its annual, monthly, weekly and daily cycles. We remember the cross at the 6th hour on the daily cycle and on Friday’s during the weekly cycle. Historically from manuscripts, we know the feast of the cross was also celebrated at the beginning of every month in the earlier centuries, but due to lack of popularity it gradually died out except for the 1st of August. 

     In celebrating this day, we should also be conscious of what the cross was in the history of civilization. 2000 years ago, the cross was the instrument of capital punishment that was primarily used for slaves and was considered the most despicable way to die. In fact, it was considered to be such an abomination that one of the laws of the Old Testament cursed a man who was hung upon a tree. It was for this reason that the majority of Jews then and today cannot accept Christ as the Savior. 

     St. Paul confirms this when he addresses the Corinthians about the crucifixion. In his epistle he states that the cross is a stumbling block to the Jews and a folly to the gentiles. The crucifixion was employed by the Roman pagans and that in no way is it a part of Christian theology in the New Testament. Capital punishment ended with the Old Testament and what we venerate in the cross today is the victory over suffering and death.  There is no shred of evidence to support any form of capital punishment in the entire New Testament. There is not one canon in the church that supports capital punishment. In fact, the most a Christian could receive for the worse possible sin such as murder was to be barred from the sacraments of the church and to only be received into the church on his/her deathbed.   
     For a Christian, the cross has been transformed not as an instrument of torture, but an instrument of love, an image of compassion and forgiveness for all. The cross is transformed because God so loved the world that he gave his only son to be sacrificed on it for our salvation. It is through the original cross that joy comes to all the world and this joy can only be achieved if we deny ourselves to this world and bear our own cross. 

     We must remember that the tree of disobedience is saved by the tree of crucifixion. So, what does this mean? The tree that caused sin to enter the world in the garden of Eden has been transformed into a tree that has saved mankind. 
    If you look closely at the cross in the center of the church it is not a regular cross with the corpus of our Lord. Rather it is a cross that has an icon of the Resurrection placed over the cross. This is to emphasize that the joy of the Resurrection supplants the sorrow of the crucifixion. 
     So, as we move forward on our journey, let us pray that the cross of salvation will enter and transform our own hearts and minds so that we will be able to sustain the salvation that was granted to us by the unselfish act of our Lord and that we too may participate in the triumphant agape on the Day of the Resurrection. Amen.
