                     LOVING THE EVENT OF THE CROSS

                     Reflection by Rev. William J. Parham, Pastor
                         On the 12th and 14th Sundays of Ordinary Time (C)
“Thus says the Lord: I will pour out on the house of David and on the inhabitants of Jerusalem a spirit of grace and petition; and they shall look on him whom they have pierced, and they shall mourn for him as one mourns for an only son, and they shall grieve over him as one grieves over a firstborn.

On that day the mourning in Jerusalem shall be as great as the mourning of Hadadrimmon in the plain of Megiddo.

On that day there shall be open to the house of David and to the inhabitants of Jerusalem, a fountain to purify from sin and uncleanness.”  Zechariah 12: 10-11; 13:1

Sisters and Brothers of Incarnation,

      We are given a powerful prophecy in Zechariah and it is fulfilled in the Cross of Our Lord. In fact, this passage is quoted in the Gospel of John as the Evangelist reminds us  that the side of Christ was pierced to fulfill this prophecy.   

Something happens to you when you come before the crucifix. Zechariah says that God will pour out on you a spirit of grace and petition.

1. GRACE:  At its foundation, this means a relationship with God.  Yes, even God’s loving embrace.  There are four words in Hebrew that are all translated by our one word, grace, in English.  The word here is HEN. It means  ACCEPTANCE.  It focuses on a person’s attitude or disposition and based on another’s attitude toward you.  Between humans, it is the character or giftedness of why another looks lovingly on you.  But in relating to God, the possession of HEN is simultaneously God’s gift to you and why He looks lovingly upon you.  When we look upon the crucified Christ, we are given the embrace of acceptance and our hearts are moved to compassion.

2. PETITION:  The spirit of petition is a manifestation of compassion and the gift of grace.  You are moved to pray for someone; even for yourself.  In our everyday life we experience the call in our hearts to pray for those close to us who hurt or grieve.  When you look upon the One who is pierced your petition reaches forth to the humanity of the Son of God.  It becomes the same as the petition of His mother and of the disciple whom He loved. Your words and intentions may be different, but the heart is the same.   It is that kind of heart that knows what it is like to experience grief. “…and they shall grieve over him…”  All too often in your life you run away from the experience of grief.  After all, who really wants to experience that kind of emotional distress?  But grief is not your enemy.  It is the doorway to understanding and accepting yourself which then opens the road to the understanding and acceptance of others in your life.  And yes, even the acceptance of the humanity of Jesus.  Almost a century and a half ago, Fr. Abram J. Ryan, the poet laureate of the South, wrote a poem simply entitled “Hope.” His most inspiring line is “…for grief is God’s own kiss upon a soul.”  Grief opens your life to the embrace of God and allows you to open your heart to accept the kindness of others. 
Zechariah goes on to compare this mourning, describing it as “the mourning of Hadadrimmon in the plain of Megiddo.”  This expression when rendered in the Greek language is “Harmageddon.”  Sisters and Brothers, there are many good and devout Christians who make some unfortunate connections and representations in Scripture.  All too often the Book of Revelation, chapter 16 verse 16  is even presented in motion pictures referring to the Battle of Armageddon.  Read closely sisters and brothers.  The text simple states that the powers of the world gathered.  That’s all. There is no battle as novels and motions pictures portray.  The next sentence states that a voice was heard from the Temple “It is finished.” The same is heard from Christ on the cross.  The Great Day of God is the redemption given to us from the One Who is pierced, the day when He reconciled the world to Himself, and embraced humanity in His heart.

Sisters and Brothers, something happens to your humanity when you come before the crucifix.  Something visible and touchable happens. 

1. When you come before the crucifix, you have to look up.  In previous times no one could look up to God.  Your eyes were downcast; the head bowed to the ground.  Now the first effect of the cross is that you must look up.  Vision is restored. The vision of the world, others, and yourself.  Not just what you see physically but what you also see through the heart. Here there is not fear or humiliation. There is compassion and the kind of sorrow that leads us to move out of ourselves in love.

2. When you come before the crucifix you have to stand up!  Stand up with arms out and palms open to both receive Him and touch Him.  His cross lifts you up off the ground. And in that movement to stand up is the restoration of your human dignity.  And because you are standing, you are now able to move.  You have moved from hiding to the gift of Mission.  
You will notice something different about the crucifix in this church.  There is no wound in the side of Christ.  There is a reason.  Look at the face of Christ.  His eyes are open.  He is not portrayed after His death. I agonized over obtaining a crucifix for this church.  In fact we were down to the wire in time for our first Mass.  I rejected every model that was presented to me.  I am determined that I will not waste a dime on what is not adequate.  We will do without before I spend your money on what is not inspiring. Then, the company that arranged for our altar, pulpit and baptismal font called and e-mailed a picture of Christ’s body.  I was overwhelmed.  This is it!  The image here is that Christ’s mouth and eyes are open.  He is speaking to you.  He is ministering to you from His cross.  This is a very large space.  But you can be by yourself in this church and when you pray before this crucifix you have the sense of intimacy.  The space is narrowed down to you and Him.  You can encounter Him, and through Him encounter yourself and hear the words that pour out upon you a spirit of grace and petition.

Many of you have already heard what I am about to relate and want everyone to hear it. I told of my own experience before this crucifix.  On this past Ash Wednesday I came here to pray about my homily for the evening Mass I would celebrate.  I wanted to preach a message that was different from what I had done before.  I sat down on the first chair at the Blessed Mother’s alcove.  Through the main arch one can clearly see the crucifix, and the face of Jesus is turned toward her.  It came into my mind to say this simple prayer which is both a request and a question. “Lord Jesus, have I spoken well of your cross today?”  And then it came into my heart to say it.  I first spoke it with a whisper.  And then I thought to myself to say it again.  But this time it was in the audible voice of one speaking out loud to a friend.  So I said it again with the same volume as if speaking to you.  Ever since that afternoon, I say that prayer before coming to the pastoral office. Since it is the beginning of the day, I have plenty of time ahead of me.  This is a small example of a gift of grace and petition.  And I would recommend that when you leave home to go to work speak audibly that same petition before you go out the door. 

At the end of the Gospel of Mark, the Roman centurion who crucified Jesus now proclaims at His death “Truly, this was the Son of God.”   Sisters and brothers, there are some things that can only be explained by the power of God.  How can you explain the transfiguration of an instrument of Roman terror into a symbol of Love.  How does a means of tortuous execution become transfigured into the sign of religious faith, and as the standard of hope.  It can only be explained because the one who embraced it was indeed the Son of God.

1.The cross was not a sign of Roman justice and authority.  It was the signal of Roman power and terror over its conquered peoples.  It was a means of death so severe and depraved that the law of Rome forbad this form of execution to a citizen of Rome.  That is why St. Paul was beheaded.  He was a citizen of Rome.  

2. The Roman cross was an instrument of complete human degradation.  Hanging naked in public display, this tortuous death could last as long as several days. 
3.  The Roman cross was an instrument of reducing an entire population to silence and isolation. Silence and isolation.  This is the purpose of violence, whether it is physical, verbal or emotional.  The Romans set the crosses at the main entrance of the city walls or towns so that all entering or leaving would see the grim future of those not submitting to the Roman rule.  People would turn their heads so as not to see, not to speak of it, not to be reminded.

Jesus Christ transfigures this sign of the cross.  We see Him who is pierced, and it is transfigured into the sign of Love.  Because we must look up and come off of the ground, it is transfigured into the experience of the restoration of human dignity. An inspiring meditation of this restoration of dignity is given by St. Anthony of Padua (Sermones dominicales et festivi, III, pp. 213-214):  “Christ, who is your life, hangs before you, so that you can gaze upon the Cross as if in a mirror…If you look upon him, you will be able to see the greatness of your dignity and worth…Nowhere else can we better recognize our own value, than by looking into the mirror of the Cross.” 
Because we see Him, the cross is transfigured into the gift of Witness and the breaking of silence and isolation.  As St. Paul says in Galatians 6:14-15, “May I never boast except in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.

Yes, sisters and brothers.  The only way to explain the transfiguration of the sign of hatred, degradation,  and silent isolation into the symbol Love, Dignity, and the courageous voice of Witness is because of the One Who accepted, embraced, and gave His life on it for you, and that indeed “truly this was the Son of God.”  Amen      
Rev. William J. Parham, KCHS

Pastor       

