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“The Redemption of the Cross.” 

While I was in England two weeks ago, I had the opportunity to visit a very good 

friend of mine who is an Anglican nun. (The idea that our church has nuns and even 

monks comes as a surprise to some, but it has been true for at least the last 

hundred and fifty years.) The order that my friend belongs to, the Sisters of the Love 

of God in Oxford, has traditionally been an enclosed order whose members dedicate 

themselves to prayer and the publication of Christian literature. Lately, however, 

they have begun to consider modernizing. Until recently, for example, the sisters 

wore the full, medieval habit that still characterizes nuns in the popular mind. This 

has been simplified now to make it more practical, if not more recognizable. One 

item, however, was exceptionally controversial: the brass cross that the sisters wear 

around their necks with a double-armed design from the late middle ages. One 

outspoken sister in the order protested that the sisters ought not to wear this cross 

because Moslems might be offended by it: they might see it as a sign of the 

medieval Crusades that, often very cruelly, attempted to recapture the sacred places 

of the Christian faith and destroy Islam in the process.  

Many people, including Christians, have become very sensitive to the controversies 

and the damage done during that ancient time almost a thousand years ago and 

relived even in our own day. Just the word “crusade” ill-advisedly uttered by a 

president can bring cries of protest from the Moslem world at a all-too-sensitive 

atmosphere of suspicion and mistrust. We have all come to see that the symbol of 

the Cross is not universally seen as the sign of love and redemption by those who 

have misrepresented its message and have persecuted Jews, Moslems and various 

other groups in the name of misguided religion. 

Yes, it is offensive, but not only because it has been misunderstood. Sometimes, in 

fact, it has been understood very well and this has been the cause of the scandal. 
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The Cross represents our Christian Faith as it is, and that is not going to always be 

what we would like it to be. 

The Cross, you see, was controversial long before it was worn over the armor of the 

crusaders. St. Paul tells us that “it pleased God through the folly of what we preach 

to save those who believe…we preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and 

a folly to Greeks.” (1 Cor. 1:22.) Our crazy religion teaches that the Messiah, the 

Son of God, the One that the world had been waiting for to bring peace and harmony 

was, in fact, put to death as a common criminal in a most horrible way. It was not 

what was expected by our spiritual forebears. It was not the way things were 

supposed to be. 

Make no mistake: the witness we bear about the Cross will be misunderstood. It will 

be offensive to those who want a religion full only of sweetness and light, unsuited to 

the moral demands of an existence really engaged in the contemporary world and its 

issues. It will be equally offensive to those who think they can come to terms with 

the deepest sorrows and problems of their own selves without facing them and 

letting God purify them to make us whole again. 

That is why we can use this symbol for God’s power and love: because it reveals the 

length to which God will go to save us. If God has exalted the Cross, that gallows, 

that guillotine, that electric chair, that chemical injection of the ancient world, then 

he can also exalt us, whoever we are, whatever it is that we think we have done not 

to be worthy of redemption: however we have allowed ourselves to be used by the 

powers of this world to hurt others and even ourselves.  

Some question having crosses made of silver and gold and encrusted with jewels. 

For them, this seems to bear false witness to the terrible death suffered by the Son 

of God on it. Like the nun in my friend’s religious order, for some people the Cross 

has been misused so much that it no longer has value as a symbol of love and 

forgiveness.  

But the history of its misuse is perhaps one of the strongest reasons to exalt the 

Cross today. It reminds us that nothing is so terrible, so cruel, or so hateful that it 

cannot be transformed by Christ’s self-sacrificial love. If that is true of a piece of 

wood, is it not even more true about the flesh and blood of Christ’s brothers and 

sisters? All things can be redeemed by God through Christ: even the cross, even you, 

even me. And if we cannot help the bold, courageous, and even shocking nature of 
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the message of the Cross, we can at least make sure that we use it not as a weapon, 

but as a sign of healing. 

“We adore you O Christ, and we bless you. 

Because by your Holy Cross you have redeemed the world.” 
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