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5 Let the same mind be in you that was in Christ Jesus, 6 who, though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited, 7 but emptied himself, taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness. And being found in human form, 8 he humbled himself and became obedient to the point of death—even death on a cross. 9 Therefore God also highly exalted him and gave him the name that is above every name, 10 so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bend, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, 11 and every tongue should confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. (Philippians 2:5-11)
Sometimes the history of the Church sounds like a Monty Python movie. Today we celebrate the Feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross. It was on September 14, in the year 335, that the Church of the Holy Sepulcher was dedicated—built, we’re told, on the very site of Jesus’ tomb. The tomb was discovered by St. Helena, who during the excavation also managed to uncover pieces of the True Cross. She never did find the Holy Hand Grenade of Antioch, but her feats of discovery were nothing short of breathtaking. You might think of her as the original Indiana Jones. 

On the other hand, if you watch “The Antiques Road Show,” you might also think to ask her how she was able to establish the “provenance” of relics like the True Cross. Basically, she relied on dreams, visions, hunches, and local guides. But it also has something to do with the fact that she was the Emperor’s mother, and when the Queen Mum of the entire Roman Empire wanted something found, you can be sure it got found.
 Helena’s son, the Emperor, was Constantine the Great, not to be confused with his father Constantius, or with his three sons—Constantine, Constantius, and Constans. Can you imagine the confusion in that household? How did the men in the family keep track of who they were? And did they live next door to Larry, his brother Darrel and his other brother Darrel? 
Constantine is often called the first Christian emperor, but that’s a little misleading, since he personally preferred the Sun God—spelled S-U-N—to the God of Israel and Jesus Christ. He did count on the Church to help him unify the Empire. He made the Church one of several legal religions for the first time, and then he made it fashionable and politically expedient to belong. He even summoned the first official Church Council that gave us a draft of the Nicene Creed, and he invited himself to sit in and tell the bishops which way they had better vote. 
But for all his interest in the Church’s politics and theology, Constantine refused to be baptized himself until he was on his deathbed. Some Christians in his day weren’t sure that God would forgive any sins committed after baptism, and Constantine was pretty certain that he needed a great deal of forgiving. After all, it was no coincidence that people in and around his household tended to die young. One particularly embarrassing scandal involved accusations of “inappropriate touching” and left one of his sons executed and his current wife suffocated in a steam bath. And that was when he and his spin doctors decided it would be good to let his mother make that much publicized pilgrimage to the Holy Land—which brings us back to the finding of the True Cross.
That’s not the only story about Constantine and crosses. We’re also told that before a crucial battle that would help make him the undisputed Emperor, he saw a flaming cross in the sky along with the words, “By this, conquer.” He took it to mean that his soldiers should paint crosses on their standards and carry them into battle. They did, and they won. So the cross became an official good luck charm, a sign of military conquest, and a fashion statement all at the same time. Small wonder that we get the word “crusade” from the Latin for “cross.” 

Now that is one way to “Lift High the Cross.” Take advantage of a friendly government. Start a Christian empire. Then the story line goes something like this: “Once we Christians were down on our luck. We got pushed around all the time. But now we’ve got the power and it’s our turn to push people around. Only this time it’s OK, because it’s all in the name of God’s love.” And you know, honestly, it’s a story line that makes perfect sense. You can find a version of it in almost every culture and in nearly every religion. The only problem for the Church, though, is that it turns the cross into a sign for everything that got Jesus crucified in the first place. And then it’s no longer the cross of Christ.

In fact, if we’re to believe St. Paul’s words for today, the cross of Christ is a sign of God’s challenging practically every idea we have about power and triumph. Paul tells us that the shape of Jesus’ life is the shape of God’s life. Jesus lives out the very nature and power and triumph of God by giving his whole life away in service, humility, abandonment and defenseless execution. The exalted name above every name is the name of a boundless generosity that even death can’t defeat. 
So when we sing “Lift High the Cross,” do we realize that we’re raising up a sign that gives a very odd twist to all that imagery of “the hosts of God in conquering ranks”? What kind of ranks would those be? How do you arm the hosts of God if God refuses to fight on our terms? 

The cross is no ordinary battle-standard. I’m tempted to say that it’s no battle-standard of any sort, but that’s mainly because I’m one of those people who likes to avoid conflict. There are reasons why our hymns and Scriptures sing and speak so often of battles and armor and weapons, and they’re not always bad reasons. We really are engaged in struggles for life against death, for acceptance against rejection, for justice against oppression, and, well, the list could go on and on. And what all that means is that none of us has the luxury of always looking nice. There’s nothing nice about the cross of Christ.
No matter who we are there are times in each of our lives when we need somebody to say “No!” to us. There are times when each of us needs somebody to act more forcefully and put a stop to what we’re doing. Lifting up the cross of Christ is not a call to be a passive bystander. Though my conflict-avoiding personality cringes to hear it, there are still “battles” to be “fought” practically everywhere we look. And the cross is still some kind of battle-standard.
But notice—it’s no ordinary battle-standard, not by any measure. The cross calls us to engage a world of conflict in the same way that God does, and God doesn’t play by our rules. It’s been suggested—by Bishop Cate among others—that when Jesus counseled turning the other cheek and going the second mile, he wasn’t proposing that we just accept our lot in life. These were really acts of defiance against those who thought they held all the power.
 They were creative, unexpected ways of saying, “You really can’t control me the way you thought.” It’s the lesson Gandhi and Martin Luther King both learned from reading the Gospels. 
And the cross of the risen Christ is God’s own act of defiance against our most concerted efforts to keep God out of our lives. God comes to us in a form we would never think to call divine; God finds us in the very place we would never think to look. God conquers us by embracing the very worst we can do and refusing to be driven away.
So the Emperor almost had it right when he saw that cross with the words, “By this, conquer.” You can’t help wondering what the whole world might have been like if he’d even had an inkling of what that might mean: conquer not in the name of the cross, but in the way of the cross. Stop trying to control everything. Show the people who think they’re your enemies that there’s a power greater than your side or theirs who offers to lead us all beyond our mutual distrust. What would the world have been like if he had just gotten the point?
Well of course, we’ll never know. He didn’t get the point. And that’s part of the story of how we got here today to ask that question. But maybe we should be asking what our world would be like today if its leaders got that point. Could there be a wiser response to terrorism than trying to establish a new international empire? We’ve had two years of watching what some people call victories spin out of control, and maybe it’s time to ask if there aren’t less dramatic ways to address the tendency toward violence that seems to infect all of us. 
…..Well … don’t look for any headlines about that any time soon.
Or what if our Presidential candidates, including our current President, suddenly decided to spend a week together working out a just, realistic platform that all of them could endorse? 
….. OK, I guess we shouldn’t hold our breath waiting for that to happen either. But there’s nothing to stop us from imagining it, from insisting that there’s a better way to live in a conflict-ridden world, even among those who run for public office.

And we might just dare to ask what would happen next month if the leaders of our Anglican Communion decided to risk trusting in a power greater than all our factions who might still show us a way to stop bad-mouthing one another. I have to admit I’m really hoping that’s not just a pipe-dream. We need to stay together, and we need to speak honestly and forthrightly about the differences that threaten our unity, but most of all we need to trust that there’s a power greater than any of our sides who won’t ever settle for playing by our rules.
And what about our life together here at All Saints? Could any of that apply here? We’re not exactly total strangers to distrust, factions or power-games. Maybe it wouldn’t hurt to examine what you might be thinking about somebody here you find especially irritating as both of you spend an hour or more facing that giant crucifix. It’s not just hanging there to satisfy somebody’s sense of interior design. Or can you faithfully receive the Eucharist and continue thinking the worst of some of your neighbors? Is it possible to look for a Wisdom that speaks through all of us staying together despite our differences? Surely, at least right here and now, that could be more than a pipe-dream. I’m hoping so.
The Lord be with you.

And also with you.

Let us pray.

Almighty God, whose Son our Savior Jesus Christ was lifted high upon the cross that he might draw the whole world to himself: Mercifully grant that we, who glory in the mystery of our redemption, may have grace to take up our cross and follow him; who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one God, in glory everlasting. Amen.
� See Walter Wink, The Powers That Be (New York: Doubleday, 1998), pp. 98-111.





