Exaltation of the Cross

John 3:13-17; 6:51-58

“Just as Moses lifted up the serpent in the desert, so must the Son of Man be lifted up.”
What does this mean? The death of our Lord Jesus Christ on the Holy Cross is
reminiscent of what happened to the people of God in the Old Testament. We are told
that after rebelling against God and Moses, the people were bitten by fiery serpents,
which led to the death of many of them. In a spirit of repentance, they cried out to God,
and God ordered Moses to make an image of a bronze serpent and told him, whoever is
bitten and looks at it will be healed. Here, the lifeless serpent served as a “spiritual
vaccine” for the people so that when it was looked at, it overcame the effects of the
poisonous serpents that bit them.

The bronze serpent raised on a standard was a prefiguration of the death of Christ on
the Cross which won for us our redemption. This serves as a reminder to us to be ever
mindful of our “spiritual immunization” brought about by the Cross of Jesus. We should
be aware of the love of God the Father, who did not hesitate to send us his Son, our
Lord Jesus Christ: this Son who, stripped of His divine splendor, became like us, and
gave His life on the Cross for all people.

The Cross becomes the mirror that reflects our image so we can rediscover the true
meaning of life, the doors of hope, and the place of renewed communion with God. The
cross is everywhere in Christian life: it is in our churches, in our art, in our jewelry, and
even traced on ourselves. Protestant Christians favor the cross without the body of
Christ as reminder that “He is risen; He is not here.” Roman Catholics and Orthodox
Christians favor the image of the Crucified Christ, perhaps to say He is still here,
sharing the pain of the world, the passion endured by so many. It also reminds us of the
greatest love story ever told. The Cross is the most widely recognized sign of
Christianity. It is with this sign we bless ourselves, others, and various objects. No other
major religion has such a puzzling, even contradictory symbol as its means of
identification.

We usually focus on the Cross during Holy Week. So, why do we choose this day,
outside of Holy Week, to celebrate the Cross? To understand the feast day, we need a



little history. The Feast of the Universal Exaltation of the Cross is celebrated each year
on September 14 because it commemorates the finding of the True Cross of our Lord
by Saint Helena, the mother of Emperor Constantine. In the year 326, Emperor
Constantine sent his mother, Helena, to Jerusalem to venerate the holy places and to
find the site of the Holy Sepulcher and the True Cross.

In the holy city she found and destroyed the second-century Temple of Venus, which
tradition held was built over Christ’'s tomb, and her son, Emperor Constantine, built the
Church of the Holy Sepulcher on that spot. During the excavation, Saint Helena found
three crosses, but she had no way of determining which one was the Cross of

Christ. The True Cross was identified by the Patriarch of Jerusalem when the crosses
were brought to a dying woman. When she touched the Cross of Christ, she was
immediately healed. Saint Helena and her court venerated the Precious and Life-Giving
Cross along with many others who came to see this great instrument of

Redemption. The Patriarch lifted the Cross with both hands so that all the people
gathered could see it. The crowd responded with, "Lord have mercy". This became the
occasion of the institution in all the Churches of the Exaltation of the Cross, not only in
memory of the event of the finding of the Cross, but also to celebrate how an instrument
of shame was used to overcome death and bring salvation and eternal life.

That is why to this day, the Eastern Churches, Catholic and Orthodox alike, celebrate
the Exaltation of the Holy Cross on this anniversary of the dedication of the Church of
the Holy Sepulcher. The Feast is an opportunity outside of the observances of Holy
Week to celebrate the full significance of the victory of the Cross over the powers of the
world, and the triumph of the wisdom of God through the Cross over the wisdom of this
world.

This Feast also gives the Church an opportunity to embrace the full glory of the Cross
as a source of light, hope, and victory for Christ's people. It is also a time to celebrate
the universality of the work of redemption accomplished through the Cross. The entire
universe is seen through the light of the Cross, the new Tree of Life which provides
nourishment for those who have been redeemed in Christ. On the Cross, Jesus, the
Son of Man, was lifted up so that all who believe in Him may have eternal life.



Through the power of the Cross, the darkness in our lives transforms into light; our
weaknesses transform into strengths. The Cross is about life and love, a reminder that
God deals with us in love, especially in times of difficulty and trouble. God is with us in
our pain. God enables us to endure, to break through to life, even beyond death to
eternal life.

Because God is a God of love, our interactions with each other need to be of love. We
live in an aggressive world. A world that competes and criticizes. A world of violence. A
world that seeks to punish and destroy character in order to get ahead. But this is not
the message of the Cross. The Cross is the place where the compassion, tenderness,
and healing of a loving God is revealed to us personally and intimately. This truly is a
cause for celebration.

St. John gives us another cause for great celebration in what are called “The Bread of
Life Discourses.” Jesus tells everyone that He is, "The living bread that came down from
heaven.” He is “the bread of life” because the bread that He gives is “His flesh for the
life of the world.” The Gospel tells us the “Jews murmured about Jesus.” They grumbled
and complained because their minds and hearts were closed to the Holy Spirit. When
Jesus said you must “eat my flesh and drink my blood,” they panicked. "What kind of
teaching is this?" Many, if not most, turned away from Him.

Led by the Holy Spirit, John gives us the inner significance of these words. Through the
guidance of the Holy Spirit, John is telling us that we must grasp and never let go of the
full humanity of Jesus; that Jesus was bone of our bone and flesh of our flesh. This
means that in Jesus, we see God taking human life upon Himself, facing our human
situations, struggling with our human problems, battling with our human temptations,
working out our relationships.

When Jesus says, “eat my flesh and drink my blood,” He is telling us that we must take
His life into the very center, the very core of our being...take His life into the very core of
our hearts. John is telling us that it is not enough to "profess" Jesus Christ. We must
"possess” Jesus Christ. If Jesus remains a figure in a book, a character in a story, He is
external to us; but when He enters into our hearts, we can feed on the life and the
strength and the dynamic vitality that He gives to us.



Jesus tells us to stop thinking of Him as a theological debate and take Him into our very
being and come completely into Him. In that way, we will have real life. That is what
Jesus means when He spoke about us abiding in Him and He abiding in us. When He
told us to eat His flesh and drink His blood, He was telling us to feed our hearts, souls,
and minds on His humanity and to revitalize our lives with His life until we are filled with
the life of God.

Catholics don't just believe in a “good” man who lived 2,000 years ago. They don't just
pray to Jesus who is in Heaven; Jesus is sacramentally present to us here and now on
this earth in the most Holy Eucharist. Jesus didn’t just die on the Cross and leave us
alone. The Eucharist is “a sacrament of love” (1323), which Christ instituted “in order to
give to us a pledge of His love.”

The Catechism of the Catholic Church teaches us that it is highly fitting that Christ
should have wanted to remain present to His Church in this unique way. Since Christ
was about to take His departure from His own in His visible form, He wanted to give us
His sacramental presence; since He was about to offer himself on the Cross to save us,
He wanted us to have the memorial of the love with which He loved us “to the end” (Jn
13:1), even to the giving of His life. In His Eucharistic presence He remains mysteriously
in our midst as the one who loved us and gave Himself up for us (cf. Gal 2:20), and He
remains under signs that express and communicate this love. (CCC, 1380).

We are in the second year of our Eucharistic Revival. Why do we call it a revival? One
of the definitions of the word revival is “Making alive again those who have been alive
but have fallen into a state of dormancy or stepped back from the basic truths of the
faith.”

If someone were to ask me what | think is the biggest single problem facing the Catholic
Church today, | would answer that it is the widespread loss of faith in Our Lord’s Real
Presence in the Blessed Sacrament. We've heard the Eucharist described as the
“source and summit of our faith.” And that’s because it's not a what; it's a Who, and

the who is Christ Himself, God in human form.

When we receive Holy Communion, and the Sacred Host and Precious Blood are
presented, we respond with a firm AMEN. That word “AMEN” is not just a ritualistic



response. “AMEN” means “so be it" or "let it be so.” We are declaring something to be
truthful. It is an affirmation of the truth. We place one hand over the other and form a
throne to receive our King. When we say “AMEN,” we are acknowledging before God
that we believe that what we are receiving is, in fact, of the Body and Blood of Christ.
We are affirming that in the Holy Eucharist we receive Jesus Christ’s Body, Blood, Soul,
and Divinity.

| can’t tell you how disappointing it is to hear that, in so many of our churches, the
faithful don’t bother to genuflect or to make any gesture of reverence toward Our Lord in
the tabernacle. It's as if they don’t have any idea who is present in the tabernacle, as if
they have no idea about the truth of the Real Presence. How did this happen? How did
we stray from what we were taught at a young age? We must look at pedagogy (a fancy
word that means "teaching method"). We need to address the lack of adequate teaching
about the faith. We need to learn who we are...or, better yet, who we should be as
Catholic Christians. We have the responsibility of planting the seeds of faith in our
youth, so they become fully rooted not just in book knowledge but in heart
knowledge...the heart of Jesus knowledge. We cannot begin to evangelize until we first
evangelize ourselves. We need to learn or re-learn what we believe and why we believe
it.

Just as on the first Pentecost, God has broken down all barriers so that His word can be
heard and understood by all and the joy of our worship can join as the Body of Christ,
realizing that we and God belong together...to one another... as we speak to Him freely
and intimately. When Jesus said, “Love God with all your heart, mind, and soul,” He
meant it. There is no one size fits all because God looks past our individual words to
see the attitude of our individual hearts. When Jesus walked the earth, He made
Himself approachable to everyone. When He said, “This is My Body, this is My Blood,”
at the Last Supper, He made it clear that He is truly present body, blood, soul, and
divinity in the Eucharist.

In St. Paul’s Second Letter to Timothy he writes, “I remind you to stir into flame the gift
of God that you have.” In view of the frequent, modern use of the word “revive” or
“revival,” it is important to note that Paul is addressing Timothy directly. Too often we
merely pray for the success of a revival, and we forget that it is for us to “stir into flame”
the gift of the Spirit we have received from God. It is a gift from Him, but if we let it lie



dormant, let it drift into slumber, we run the risk of the flame dying out. And when the
flame dies out, the faithful drift away. That is what has happened to the belief in the
Real Presence. Our world is hurting, we all need healing and that healing only comes to
us through Jesus Christ, the source of our strength. This Eucharistic Revival is not a
catch phrase, a “bumper sticker slogan.” It is an invitation to return to the source and
summit of our faith...an invitation to return to the One who has the words of eternal life;
the Holy One of God, Our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.



