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Cross Purposes 
 
Let us pray… 
 
You’re driving along in your car, when you approach a sign.  It has a word written on it 
in white letters, but they are covered with spray paint graffiti.  You can tell, however, that 
it is red and eight-sided.  What do you do?  Hopefully, you stop (unless you have been 
taught the urban legend that the Stop signs with a white stripe around the edges are 
“optional”).  Even without the word to instruct you, you know to stop because that’s what 
you associate with red, eight-sided signs, despite the fact that “red” and “eight-sided” 
don’t by themselves have anything to do with stopping. 
 
Theologian Paul Tillich provided a useful definition of signs and symbols.  A sign, he 
said, arbitrarily stands for something else, without having any inherent connection to the 
thing it represents.  Such as the stop sign.  A symbol, on the other hand, is somehow 
connected with the meaning of the thing for which it stands.  For example, a sign with a 
walking figure on it, representing the presence of pedestrians, is a symbol, for the image 
is directly related to the reality.  According to Cameron Lake, a writer and theologian, 
“signs and symbols are important because they provide a quick association – we see 
them, and they in turn make us immediately think of other things.  Symbols are 
especially powerful, because the association does not require so much ‘head’ 
knowledge” and so even more quickly connect with our feelings, emotions and 
unconscious attitudes. 
 
During Confirmation, with our young people, I bring them into the sanctuary and ask 
them to find as many symbols in the room as they can, and pile them on the altar table.  
Then we go through what the symbols might mean.  I won’t make you drag things to the 
altar, but what symbols do you see in here? 
 
Perhaps the most prevalent symbol in this sanctuary is a cross.  How many can you 
find?  Choose one to focus on for a moment.  What immediate emotional connections 
does it have for you?  Is there a positive association with the person who gave you the 
cross around your neck?  Does it bring to mind favorite hymns?  Maybe you have 
negative associations with this complicated symbol.  We are midway through the 
season of Lent, the forty days in Christian tradition that lead up to Easter.  As the cross 
figures significantly in the Easter story, it is useful for us to reflect on it a bit, and I look 
forward to hearing your thoughts on the topic, especially between now and Easter. 
 
I remember the specific moment when I realized that the delicate, shining brass cross at 
the front of the sanctuary in my childhood church wasn’t like a company logo designed 
in a boardroom to boost market share, some nice, clean image.  Instead, that cross was 
“descended” from something that wasn’t brass, or shiny, or delicate; there was nothing 
nice or clean about it, the early cross.  What a strange symbol for religion, I suddenly 
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felt – an instrument of suffering and death.  Sitting in the church of my childhood, I felt 
cold, ill. 
 
In seminary I had a brilliant professor helping us unpack the gospel according to Mark.  
In one class she was pushing us to reframe the verse where Jesus says, “Pick up your 
cross and follow me.”  If we wanted to help a contemporary audience understand that 
verse, how would we rewrite it?  The whole class struggled, coming up with lines like 
“Pick up your burdens and follow me”, until one student hit on it:  “Pick up your electric 
chair and follow me”.  Like the electric chair in our own time and place, the cross in its 
time was a tool of capital punishment, the form of execution reserved as the penalty for 
the lowest of criminals.  (Of course, this gives me the odd image of people walking 
around with shiny little electric chairs hanging around their necks.)  The cross was used 
in this way by Phoenicians and Persians, then adopted by the Roman judicial system.  
To be sentenced to crucifixion was to be publicly humiliated, painfully tortured.  Death 
on the cross was associated with shame, with being an outsider; Roman citizens 
couldn’t be killed by crucifixion.  Spectators loitered around the crosses on which people 
slowly died, shouting taunts and throwing rocks. 
 
Generally speaking, the crucifixion cross consisted of a large stake pounded deep into 
the earth.  The horizontal piece was carried by the convict from the jail to the crucifixion 
site, as in The Stages of the Cross.  With his hands nailed to the crossbow, the poor 
person would be positioned on a peg in the upright piece, receive another nail to attach 
his feet to the stake, and lashed into place with ropes around the torso.  Death was slow 
in coming, usually several days in fact, a central component of the Roman design.  
Thirst, exposure, and the affects of whatever beating or whipping had gone on before 
crucifixion were slow to take their toll.  In some cases the combination of the weight of 
one’s body and the spread-out arms caused suffocation. 
 
All that being the case, it might seem strange that the cross would become the symbol 
of the Christian faith.  It wasn’t the first symbol of the new movement known as “The 
Way”; that was the fish, drawn in the sand as a secret password between the 
persecuted Christians, reminding each other of the Jesus-stories about feeding miracles 
and Jesus’ promise to make the disciples “fishers of people”.  Before the 7th century, 
images of death and suffering were rare in the artifacts of the new Christian movement.  
But the letters of the New Testament, the earliest documents of Christianity, written by 
Paul and his assistants to the churches they had started, already featured the cross as 
the rallying cry of Christianity.  As you may recall, the Jewish people were awaiting a 
Messiah who would ride in with an army and conquer Israel’s enemies – namely the 
Romans, during Jesus’ time.  A man who was weak, defeated, and killed in this 
horrifying, humiliating manner could not be the Messiah!  Looking at the situation 
psychologically, we might wonder if the cross became so important to early Christians 
as a sort of sour-grapes-defense-mechanism:  “No, we don’t want a powerful, 
conquering general!  We want to turn everything upside down – like Jesus said, the last 
shall be first and the first shall be last! – so instead of identifying with strength and 
might, we’ll take as our own this item of humiliation and torture.”   
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But the apostle Paul would beg to differ with this psychological interpretation.  According 
to Paul, Jesus died on the cross as the sacrificial lamb, or scapegoat, for the sins of all 
people, and so the cross was not a means to death, but a means to liberation from sin 
and its accompanying punishment.  This is called the doctrine of atonement; it’s been 
debated throughout Christian history, but it may be the understanding of Jesus’ death 
that has had the most impact on Christian tradition - and our society. Remember that 
Judaism, in Jesus’ day, practiced animal sacrifices; the priest’s power transferred the 
sins of the people onto the dove or goat, and the death of the animal expunged the 
people’s sins.  But, according to the doctrine of atonement, humanity’s sins had grown 
so large that no animal – or even human being – could erase them through sacrifice.  
Only the death of God would be extensive enough.  So God was born in the person of 
Jesus, suffered for humanity’s sake, and died on the cross, the ultimate sacrificial lamb, 
and our sins are thereby wiped away.  
 
The doctrine of atonement is a whole sermon in itself, so if the concept confuses you or 
is new to you, don’t worry.  The relevant point is that, for Paul and even the earliest 
Christians, the cross no longer symbolized death, but new life.  The cross became the 
symbol of Christianity, reflecting that the most important component of Christianity is the 
belief that Jesus died on the cross for humanity’s sins, which are now forgiven. 
 
Many of you grew up in the Roman Catholic Church, and the crosses that focused your 
worship were, of course, different from the ones in this sanctuary.  How so?  The 
Catholic Church uses the crucifix, which is a cross with the figure of the dying, suffering 
Jesus still in place.  As I understand it, the goal of the crucifix is to keep us mindful of 
the cross’ message, as expressed by the doctrine of atonement.  The cleaned-up 
Protestant version might allow you to forget that the point of the cross is that Jesus 
suffered and died to take away sin.  When the Protestants broke off from the Catholic 
Church during the Reformation, and created worship space stripped of the 
controversial, rich symbolism in the Catholic Church, they moved away from the crucifix 
to the plain cross…  One of the dangers of such a move is the ability to pretend, on 
Sunday morning, that life is neat and clean.  It’s not; as we know, it’s messy and dirty.  
But sanitization was not the goal of the Reformers.  They chose to gather around what 
is known as “the resurrection cross”.  The cross is empty because Jesus is no longer 
suffering; Jesus is, in fact, no longer dead, but raised to new life.  With this change, the 
Protestants moved the emphasis from the crucifixion of Jesus to his resurrection.  The 
resurrection, of course, is also a topic deserving of a whole sermon.  In the most 
general terms, Jesus’ resurrection means that his followers somehow experienced him 
after he had been killed. Resurrection means that there is a force of life and love more 
powerful than hatred and death.  More about that on Easter morning.  
 
There are many Christians who do not believe in the doctrine of atonement, particularly 
in the United Church of Christ.  Including me.  I cannot accept a god who would require 
the sacrifice of a human being as part of some technical debt-payback plan.  Especially 
since, in the language of the Christian tradition, Jesus is “God’s son” – the notion of a 
divine parent willing to sacrifice their child is horrifying, not inspiring.  Authors such as 
Rebecca Parker and Rita Nakashima Brock point to the connection between the cross 
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and violence that has been overtly or covertly justified by Christianity.  Preachers make 
connections between Father God and human fathers, and divine child abuse justifies 
human child abuse.  Abused women are sent back to their partners, to model Jesus’ 
sacrificial suffering.  If human beings are “saved” by the crucifixion, by an act of 
violence, then violence is sanctified, made holy.  Suffering is glorified, and is presented 
as God’s intention for us.  This, for me, does not fit with the God of justice, the God of 
peace, the God of love. 
 
For me, Jesus died not because God willed it but because Jesus challenged the 
powers-that-be.  Jesus spoke up for the outcaste and the powerless and the victims of 
violence, and he didn’t hesitate to speak out against the hypocrisy and greed of those in 
power, as well as the systems that perpetuated violence.  And he was punished for it, 
even unto death.  From this interpretation the cross is a sign of how far Jesus was 
willing to go in the name of love and justice – not because God required it, but because 
of the brokenness of our human systems.  And the empty cross as a symbol is a 
declaration that the powers-that-be will not have the last word, that there is a force 
stronger than death. 
 
But here’s the twist.  According to the Easter story, Jesus wasn’t resurrected from the 
cross.  The cross wasn’t suddenly, magically empty.  He was resurrected from the tomb.  
His friends had taken his lifeless body down from the cross and laid him in the tomb.  
The cross is empty not because of the miraculous action of God but because of the 
loving action of people.  When I look at the cross in our worship space, I can’t help but 
think of its complicated history, right through its use as a weapon in the crusades and its 
relationship to the Nazi swastika.  But I also remember that this most powerful symbol of 
Christian tradition recollects the loving acts of human hands.  Being a friend of Jesus 
was dangerous, and yet they claimed his body.  Touching the open wounds and lifeless 
flesh must have been incredibly disturbing, and yet they took him down.  Being so close 
to torture and death was frightening, and yet they were steadfast for the love of this 
teacher and friend and conveyor of God-light.  
 
As you may know, the cross as a symbolic shape is older than Christian tradition.  The 
ankh, which looks like a cross with a loop on top, is an Ancient Egyptian symbol of life 
and fertility.  And there are a number of ancient cultures and earth-based traditions that 
used a variety of cross designs to represent the four directions.  And many cultures 
have picked up on the idea that the horizontal line of the cross represents our 
connection to each other, to other people, while the vertical line represents our 
connection to the divine.  One of my favorite pieces of jewelry is a necklace with a Tree 
of Life cross brought from Ethiopia by a former parishioner.  In the Tree of Life the 
cross-shape is integrated into vines and leaves and the branches of a strong tree.  This 
interpretation of the cross resonates with me.  Human beings in search of power and 
destruction created a cross as a way of torture and death.  But the power of life and 
love, God, transforms the two beams back to their original form, branches and trunks of 
trees, trees that provide homes for small creatures and purify the air and bring beauty to 
the world.   
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That’s also how I’ve made peace with the flowering cross we use in our Easter worship.  
On Passion Sunday, we’ll bring out the bare cross, wooden beams covered in wire.  
And then, on Easter, we’ll weave flowers into the wire, until the wood and the wire are 
hidden by the fragile, beautiful petals.  The brutal weapon of destruction will be 
transformed into a bouquet. 
 
There are crosses in our lives; there is no denying it.  From Jesus’ own words in the 
gospel of Mark to today, we speak of the crosses we have to bear:  physical and 
psychological pain, shame and loss, humiliation or emotional torture.  These are the 
crosses on which we suffer.  But, then, these are also the crosses from which we can 
rescue each other; we can help each other down from our crosses of suffering, guilt and 
grief.  As Jesus’ community held him gently and removed him from the instrument of 
death, our community holds us gently as we try to separate ourselves from the things 
that hurt us.  The cross of Jesus is empty because the people he loved helped him.  Our 
crosses can be empty, too, as we help each other down.  And these are the crosses 
that God turns back into Trees of Life…  The instrument of pain and death forged by the 
powers-that-be looms over the rocky ground, its shadow reaching into so many lives.  
But then, a small green tendril breaks through the soil, reaches toward the cross, and 
winds its way toward the sky.  Impossible buds break out from the dry wood, bloom into 
a challenge of color, and drive away the smell of loss and death with their heady scent.  
Living green drowns out lifeless brown as leaves multiply and bark grows and branches 
reach toward the sun.  And the silent day is filled with birdsong and animal chatter as 
the creatures find a playground and home.  The children of God likewise find their way 
there, and care for one another beneath the gentle shade of the Tree of Life.  Amen. 
 
 


