		
Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross

	We celebrate this feast of the Exaltation of the Cross for two reasons: (1) to understand the history of the discovery and recovery of the True Cross and (2) to appreciate better the importance of the symbol and reality of Christ’s sacrificial love, namely, the cross in the daily life of every Christian.
	The Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross is one of twelve “Master feasts” celebrated in the Church to honor Jesus Christ, our Lord and Master. This feast is celebrated to memorialize the first installation of the remnants of the true cross of Jesus in the Church of the Holy Sepulcher on Mount Calvary, September 14, 335 ad, and its reinstallation on September 14, 630 ad. 
	The original cross on which Jesus was crucified was excavated in 326 ad by a team led by St. Helena, the mother of the first Christian Roman Emperor, Constantine. The Emperor built the Church of the Holy Sepulcher on Calvary, it was consecrated on September 14, 335 ad, and the remains of the cross were installed in it by Archbishop Maccharios of Jerusalem. 	After three centuries, the Persians invaded Jerusalem, plundered it of all valuables and took with them the relic of the Holy Cross. In 630 ad, Emperor Heraclius II defeated the Persians, recaptured the casket containing the holy relic, and reinstalled it in the rebuilt Church, which was destroyed by Muslims in 1009 ad. The crusaders rebuilt it as the present Church of the Holy Sepulcher in 1149 ad. The largest fragment of the holy cross is now kept in Santa Croce Church in Rome.
	The cross immediately became an object of veneration. At a Good Friday celebration in Jerusalem toward the end of the fourth century, according to an eyewitness, the wood was taken out of its silver container and placed on a table together with the inscription Pilate ordered placed above Jesus’ head: Then “all the people pass through one by one; all of them bow down, touching the cross and the inscription, first with their foreheads, then with their eyes; and, after kissing the cross, they move on.”
To this day, the Eastern Churches, Catholic and Orthodox alike, celebrate the Exaltation of the Holy Cross on the September anniversary of the basilica’s dedication. The feast entered the Western calendar in the seventh century after Emperor Heraclius recovered the cross from the Persians, who had carried it off in 614 ad, 15 years earlier. According to the story, the emperor intended to carry the cross back into Jerusalem himself, but was unable to move forward until he took off his imperial garb and became a barefoot pilgrim.
	The second part of what we celebrate today I think was best explained by the Bishop St. Andrew of Crete, who taught that we are celebrating the cross which drove away darkness from the world and brought into it the light. That as we keep this feast, we are lifted up with the crucified Christ, leaving behind the world and sin so that we may gain the heavenly things above. So great and outstanding a possession is the cross that whoever carries it, as Christ once did has won the greatest of all treasures and the costliest, for on it and through it and for its sake the riches of salvation that had been lost by our first parents were restored to us.
	Had there been no cross, Christ could not have been crucified. Had there been no cross, life itself could not have been nailed to the tree. And if life had not been nailed to it, there would be no streams of immortality pouring from Christ’s side, blood and water for the world’s cleansing. The legal bond of our sin would not be canceled, we would not have attained our freedom, or the fruit of the tree of life, and the gates of paradise would not stand open any of us. Had there been no cross, death’s sting would not have been removed, nor hell despoiled of our souls.
	The cross is something wonderfully great and honorable. It is great because through the cross the many noble acts of Christ found their consummation. The cross is honorable because it is both the sign of God’s suffering and the trophy of His victory. It stands for His suffering because on it He freely suffered unto death, taking the place of all of us who unlike Him deserve nothing but death. The cross is Christ’s trophy because it was the means by which the devil was wounded and death conquered; the barred gates of hell were smashed, and the cross became the one common salvation of the whole world. 
	The cross is Christ’s glory; and as Christians today we celebrate his triumph. We recognize the cross as the cup he longed to drink and the climax of the sufferings he endured for our sake. As we reflect on Christ’s words as he looked to his cross: “Now is the Son of Man glorified, and in him God is glorified, and God will glorify him at once.” And again: “Father, glorify me with the glory I had with you before the world came to be.” Listening to these words it becomes clear that Christ’s love for His cross is His love for us, and so our love for our cross is our love for Him, Who loved us first. So no matter how big or heavy or ugly our cross maybe - today we remind ourselves in celebration - to pick it up and carry it everyday with joy - because it is the crown of salvation and the key to gates of heaven in disguise.


