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002 - Why the Cross?

The Cross stands at the very heart of the Christian faith and the story of
Jesus’ death and resurrection is proclaimed during Christian worship —
especially in the celebration of the Mass. As Saint Paul writes in
| Corinthians:
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“We proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and
foolishness to Gentiles, but to those who are the called, both Jews and
Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God.” (1 Cor |:23-
24)

Christians often trace the Sign of the Cross upon themselves, images of the
cross and crucifix are placed high on church spires, and even the layout of
many churches is cross-shaped.

Yet, the Cross of Jesus also raises difficult and deeply human questions:
Why did Jesus have to suffer? Why does the long-awaited and divinely-
appointed Messiah speak about rejection and death? And what does it mean
when Jesus says that his followers must also “take up their cross™?

Christians have reflected on the meaning of the Cross from the very
beginning. Some have understood it primarily as sacrifice; others as victory
over evil and death; others as the supreme revelation of divine love. And,
at times, different viewpoints have caused bitter divisions within the
Church. However, these should not be seen as competing explanations but
as different ways of contemplating the same mystery.



Lectio Divina: Matthew 16:21-26

Read the whole passage slowly a few times, keeping one or two minutes of silence between each
time. As you listen, notice if a word or phrase stands out to you. Stay with it.

'2! From that time on, Jesus began to show his disciples that he
must go to Jerusalem and undergo great suffering at the hands of
the elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed, and on the
third day be raised.

?2 And Peter took him aside and began to rebuke him, saying, “God
forbid it, Lord! This must never happen to you.”

»But he turned and said to Peter, “Get behind me, Satan! You are
a stumbling-block to me; for you are setting your mind not on
divine things but on human things.”

* Then Jesus told his disciples, “If any want to become my
followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and
follow me.

B For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who
lose their life for my sake will find it.

% For what will it profit them if they gain the whole world but
forfeit their life? Or what will they give in return for their life?



Broader Picture:

This passage comes immediately after Peter’s confession at Caesarea
Philippi: “You are the Messiah, the Son of the living God.” Peter has rightly
recognised who Jesus is. And now Jesus begins to explain what kind of
Messiah he is — and this revelation does not meet the disciples’
expectations; especially Peter’s.

The disciples expect glory, and triumph. For them the Messiah was
imagined as a victorious and liberating figure; instead, Jesus speaks of
sacrifice, suffering, and self-giving love. Therefore, Peter’s reaction is
understandable. For him, for the disciples around Jesus, and probably for
just about anyone in Israel, the idea of a suffering Messiah seems
contradictory, scandalous, even ridiculous.

Yet, Jesus insists that Peter (like everyone else) is thinking only “in human
ways.” He can only imagine a victorious, glorious, invincible Messiah. And
Lord Jesus is all these things, but, as he shows with his own life, the
Kingdom of God is not to be established through domination or force, but
through love poured out completely.

This gospel passage is an important turning point in the narrative. From this
moment onward, Jesus begins to move steadily towards Jerusalem, towards
suffering, rejection, death, and ultimately resurrection. And, as Jesus
journeys on from Caesarea, he takes the disciples with him — even though
they do not fully understand him, even though they are still unsure about
what kind of Messiah he is, Jesus does not leave them behind.

This passage is also the first time in Matthew’s Gospel that Jesus openly
speaks about disciples sharing in his path. The Cross is not only something
Jesus undergoes for others; it also becomes the pattern of Christian living.

So, this Gospel passage invites us to ask not only “Why did Jesus die?” but
also “What kind of life is Jesus calling us into?”



Why the Cross? Themes for reflection

The crucifixion, death, and resurrection of Jesus is a “mystery” (in the
religious sense of the word) even for the most seasoned Christians —
something we can grasp and explain only in part, while allowing for faith,
trust, and contemplation to deepen our understanding.

However, beginning with today’s reading, we can briefly outline a few core
beliefs about such a fundamental point of the faith:

“For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate; he suffered death
and was buried.” (The Nicene Creed).

I) Faithfulness to mission, obedience, and love

Jerusalem is the holy city, the centre of worship and authority, but it is also
the place where prophets are rejected. Jesus walks towards that city
knowingly and willingly. He speaks of his suffering as something necessary:
“he must go to Jerusalem.” This is part of his vocation; the mission entrusted
to him by the Father — something only he could do.

However, please remember, that this does not mean that God delights in
suffering, nor that violence can be somehow good. Rather, Jesus recognises
that faithfulness to his mission of proclaiming God’s Kingdom will bring him
into conflict with the powers of sin, fear, injustice, and religious hypocrisy.

% In early Christian thought

= Saint Ignatius of Antioch emphasises that Christ freely accepted
suffering out of love and obedience to the Father.

= Saint Irenaeus of Lyons sees Christ’s obedience as reversing Adam’s
disobedience: where primordial humanity turned away from God,
Jesus remains faithful even unto death.

= Saint Augustine of Hippo writes that Christ’'s death becomes the
medicine for human pride and sin (because prompted by faithfulness
to the Father).




®» The Cross is therefore not meaningless tragedy that happens to Jesus. It
is the place where Christ remains faithful even in the face of rejection, pain,
and death.

2) Victory of sin and death
In Saint John’s Gospel, Jesus says:

“lust as Moses lifted up the serpent in the wilderness, so must the Son
of Man be lifted up, that whoever believes in him may have eternal
life. For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son, so that
everyone who believes in him may not perish but may have eternal
life”. (John 3:14-16)

Here Jesus refers to an episode in the Book of Numbers (21:4-9). After the
people of Israel are afflicted by poisonous snakes in the wilderness, Moses
is instructed by God to craft a bronze serpent and to lift it on a standard,
so that those who are bitten could look upon it and live.

Jesus applies this image to himself. The Cross becomes the standard on
which the woundedness and sin of humanity are lifted up to be confronted
and healed. In this sense, Jesus on the Cross, who appears to embody all
the tragedies of the human race (rejection, the effects of cruelty and abuse,
pain, defeat, death, shame etc.) becomes the means of life for all who look
upon him in faith. As the prophet Isaish writes,

“Surely he has borne our infirmities and carried our diseases;
yet we accounted him stricken,

struck down by God, and dfflicted.

But he was wounded for our transgressions,

crushed for our iniquities;

upon him was the punishment that made us whole,

and by his bruises we are healed.” (Isaiah 53:4-5)



¥ In early Christian thought

= Saint Athanasius of Alexandria sees the Cross as the decisive victory
over death itself.

® The Cross is therefore not only suffering; it is a saving act through which
God restores life to humanity and draws it back into communion with
himself. In Christ, God enters fully into human suffering and overcomes
death from within.

3) Sacrifice, Atonement, and Love

As Christians, we often speak about the Cross as sacrifice. In the Old
Testament, sacrifice expressed worship, thanksgiving, covenant, and
reconciliation with God. Sacrifice was not simply about destruction of an
object; it was about restoring communion with God, thanksgiving, and
offering back to him what already belonged to him.

Jesus transforms the meaning of sacrifice because he offers not an animal or
a ritual object, but his own very self. His sacrifice is the act of complete self-
giving love which expresses worship, thanksgiving, (new) covenant, and
reconciliation with God in their purest forms.

Throughout Christian history, many theologians have described the Cross
as an “atoning sacrifice” which brings justification and reconciliation. The
atoning sacrifice brings about the healing of the broken relationship
between humanity and God caused by sin by means of Jesus’ self-offering in
the Paschal Mpystery (the Passion, Death, and Resurrection). This
interpretation emphasises that, on the Cross, Christ bears upon himself the
consequences of human sin (e.g. pain, death, and God’s wrath that should
have been directed towards us as retribution).



However, this should be read in conjunction with other interpretations.
Taken by itself or to extremes, the theology of atonement can be easily
misunderstood or descend into error in ways that make God the Father
appear angry, vengeful, and bloodthirsty — demanding suffering for its own
sake.

®» We must remember that the New Testament consistently roots the
Cross first and foremost in an act of love and that the Lord Jesus is not a
reluctant victim trapped by events, but the one who freely gives himself to
us.

The New Testament repeatedly connects the Cross with love:

* “God so loved the world that he gave his only Son...” (John 3:16)
= “Greater love has no one than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.”
(John 15:13)

Rather than imagining the Father as punishing the Son, Christians have more
traditionally understood the Cross as the sacrificial self-offering of divine
love: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit acting together for the salvation of the
world.

The Cross therefore reveals a God who does not stand at a distance from
human suffering and sin, but, out of love, he enters into them in order to
heal and redeem from within.

% In early Christian thought

= Saint Anselm of Canterbury reflects on the Cross as restoring what
humanity could not restore by itself.

= Saint Isaac the Syrian insists that the love of God, rather than divine
anger, stands at the centre of salvation.

The Cross therefore shows both the seriousness of sin and the depth of
God’s mercy.



What does this mean for me?

I) “Take up your cross and follow me”

In our gospel reading, after speaking about his own suffering, Jesus turns to
his disciples and says: “If any want to become my followers, let them deny
themselves and take up their cross and follow me.”

This does not mean seeking suffering for its own sake. Nor does it mean
passively accepting injustice or not confronting abuse. Indeed, as Christians
we must pray for grace and courage to always promote the common good
and challenge evil.

Rather, in the words of Jesus, taking up the cross means embracing the life
of faith (even in moments of doubt), striving to imitate his faithful love,
perseverance, self-denial, forgiveness, and trust in God even when the path
is difficult. To take up one’s cross means allowing our lives to be shaped by
the same self-giving love revealed Jesus reveals to us on Calvary.

% In early Christian thought
= Saint John Chrysostom emphasises that discipleship involves
perseverance and courage rather than comfort or prestige.

®» The Christian life is not simply about avoiding pain or pursuing success.
It is about learning to live by faith and to love truthfully and sacrificially.



2) Losing life and find it

The passage ends with a paradox. Jesus says, “Those who lose their life for my
sake will find it.”

Much of human life is driven by the desire for security, wealth, control,
recognition, or self-preservation. Yet, Jesus suggests that a life centred only
on the pursuit of such things and on protecting myself ultimately becomes
smaller and emptier, if not even destructive.

To lose my life for the sake of Jesus means to walk with him, in the way of
the Cross: self-giving love, trust, and communion with God and others.

% In early Christian thought
= Saint Gregory of Nyssa teaches that true life is found not in
possession, wealth, or power, but in participation in the life of God.

®» The Cross therefore becomes not only the sign of Christ’s death, but
the pattern for each Christian to follow and the path towards new life in
God and the resurrection.

By placing our faith in the Cross of Jesus, and through Baptism and the
Eucharist we “find” our life in Christ. In Baptism, we are united to the death
and resurrection of Christ, dying symbolically to sin and rising into new life
with him. In the Eucharist, that self-giving love revealed upon the Cross is
continually proclaimed, made present, and received as spiritual nourishment
in the Body and Blood of Christ.

Salvation, therefore, is not understood merely as a distant event, but as
participation in the life of Christ himself here-and-now — crucified, risen,
and present among his people.



Questions for reflection:

If you can, write down your answer in a notebook or a prayer journal, for your own use only.
Writing can help you reflect more deeply on the questions.

©)

What feelings or reactions arise in you when you think about the
Cross of Jesus?

Why do you think Peter struggled so strongly against the idea of
Jesus suffering? Do you sympathise with him?

Jesus speaks about losing one’s life in order to find it. What do you
think he means by this?

Have you ever experienced love, sacrifice, or suffering changing you
in some way!?

If the Cross reveals the depth of God’s love, how might that begin
to change the way | see myself or others?

What might it mean in ordinary daily life to “take up your cross and
follow” Jesus?
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Devotions:
o The Sign of the Cross

One of the oldest and simplest Christian practices is making the sign of the
Cross. We trace the Cross upon ourselves as a reminder of who we belong
to and of the love revealed in Jesus Christ.

Traditionally, we make the sign of the Cross by touching the forehead, the
chest, and then the shoulders (left to right) while saying:

“In the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.”

The gesture is both physical and spiritual. It is a prayer, a confession of faith,
and a way of placing ourselves consciously in the presence of God. Through
it, we remind ourselves that the whole of our lives (our thoughts, our
hearts, our actions, and our bodies) are gathered into the life of God.

Very early in the Christian tradition, believers understood the sign of the
Cross as a daily reminder that they are loved by Christ and called to follow
him. Even a small gesture can become a profound prayer.

o Sign of the Cross at the reading of the gospel

As the Gospel reading at Mass is introduced, we make three small signs of
the Cross: one on the forehead, one on the lips, and one on the heart. This
is a way of praying that the Gospel would not only be heard outwardly but
received inwardly and lived faithfully. Quietly, we can also say:

May God’s word be in my mind;
on my lips;
and in my heart.
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o Sign of the Cross at Baptism

In the Church of England and other denominations, candidates for Baptism
are signed with the Oil of Catechumens and marked with the Cross upon
the forehead. This is a sign of belonging, protection, strengthening, and new
identity in Christ inspired by an image from the Book of
Revelation/Apocalypse where the redeemed are marked with the “name of
the Lamb and his Father’s name on their foreheads” (Rev 14:1).

Scripture quotations are from New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright © 1989 National Council
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