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“Our Lord, who saved the world through the Cross, will only work for the good of souls through the Cross.”  (St. Madeleine Sophie Barat)


In today’s Gospel we hear Jesus’ first prediction of the Passion and Death He will endure. He must go “to Jerusalem and suffer greatly from the elders, the chief priests, and the scribes, and be killed and on the third day be raised.” 

The first person to be scandalized by this prospect is St Peter, although he has just been proclaimed the Rock upon whom the Church is to be built. Jesus’ riposte is severe: “Get thee behind me, Satan, for the way you think is not God’s way, but man’s.”

The Cross comes easily to no-one. Jesus Himself sweated tears of blood the night before His crucifixion. Yet the saints are unanimous in teaching us that the Cross is an essential part of Christian living. “He that seeks not the cross of Christ, seeks not the glory of Christ.” (St John of the Cross)

Immersed as we are in a society which uses every organ of an intrusive mass-media to preach gratification and pleasure as the highest goals, and pain and suffering as the worst conceivable evils, it is no wonder that sometimes Christians lose their moral compass. 

Today’s words of Christ provide an abrupt reminder, lest we be carried off by a surging amoral tide towards the infernal rocks of destruction: “Whoever wishes to come after me must deny himself, take up his cross, and follow me. For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.”


Thus the Lord warns us that pleasure is not the highest good. Suffering has an essential part to play in our salvation. “If God causes you to suffer much, it is a sign that he has great designs for you and that he certainly intends to make you a saint.”  (St. Ignatius of Loyola)


With great insight Thomas Merton noted:  “The truth that many people never understand...is that the more you try to avoid suffering, the more you suffer....The one who does most to avoid suffering is, in the end, the one who suffers most.”. (The Seven Storey Mountain)

The search for easy living leaves us dissatisfied and frustrated. Avoiding the cross and taking the broad easy road of sin brings in train its own woes. 

“What good will it be for a man if he gains the whole world, yet forfeits his soul? Or what can a man give in exchange for his soul? For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father's glory with his angels, and then he will reward each person according to what he has done.”

God in his mercy would spare us such misadventure and heartbreak, and therefore in the natural moral law He has given us His own divine wisdom, to guide us safely to the eternal harbours. 


As every good parent desires to impress upon their rebellious teenage offspring, in this life we can either learn from the wisdom of older generations who have experienced its joys and sorrows; or we can go our own individualistic way and make all the mistakes afresh ourselves. In the end, the latter is a far more painful and dangerous way to do things


The frequency with which we use the Sign of the Cross in our Christian life is a reminder of its centrality to the Gospel. 

The first sign traced upon our foreheads, when our parents carried us to church to be baptised, was the sign of the cross. It is for good reason that we bless ourselves with the sign of the cross at the beginning of our prayers, upon entering or perhaps passing a church. It is with the sign of the cross that the words of absolution are pronounced over us in the Confessional, and the Holy Oil is smeared upon our forehead and palms in the Anointing of the Sick. 


The importance of the cross is brought home when a dying patient struggles to move his or her weak, semi-paralysed arm to make the Sign of the Cross before receiving Anointing and Holy Viaticum.


At a Funeral or Wedding service, the Catholic members of the congregation are usually identifiable by their making the Sign of the Cross. This prayer by action, as well as by words, is surprisingly ancient. About the year 220, Tertullian taught:


“In all our actions when we come in or go out, when we dress, when we wash, at our meals, before retiring to sleep, we make on our foreheads the sign of the cross. These practices are not committed by a formal law of Scripture, but tradition teaches them, custom confirms them, faith observes them.” 


St Hippolytus recommended the Sign of the Cross as protection against the Evil One: “And when tempted, always reverently seal thy forehead with the sign of the cross. For this sign of the Passion is displayed and made manifest against the devil, if thou makest it in faith, not in order to be seen by men, but by knowledge putting it forward as a shield.”


St Cyril of Jerusalem, a century later, recommended the Sign of the Cross to his catechumens preparing for baptism: “Let us therefore, not be ashamed of the cross of Christ: but even though another person hide it, do thou openly seal it upon thy forehead, that the devils may behold the royal sign and flee trembling far away. Make then this sign at eating and drinking, at sitting, at lying down, at rising up, at speaking, at walking: in a word, at every act.” 


In the early centuries, it appears that Christians traced the cross upon their own foreheads with finger or thumb, as we still do before the Gospel at Mass. In blessing other people or more distant objects, the sign had to be made larger and in the air. The earliest recorded example comes to us from Georgia in an account dated 403 AD. 

St Nino, the first apostle of that country, miraculously cured its queen from a disease, making the sign of the cross over her: “St. Nino began to pray and entreat God for a long time. Then she took her (wooden) cross and with it touched the Queen's head, her feet and her shoulders, making the sign of the cross and straightway she was cured"

Christians began to make the Sign of the Cross with the thumb, index and middle fingers extended and joined, to represent the Holy Trinity. The third and little fingers  - symbolizing the two natures and two wills in Christ, were tucked back into the palm. This was about the time of the Monophysite heresy which had denied the existence of the two natures, divine and human, in Christ. This manner of making the Sign of the Cross hence became itself a statement of orthodox belief and a refutation of Monophysitism.


The Eastern Orthodox and Catholics still bless themselves in this way, touching the right shoulder before the left. Seemingly it is more ancient than our western habit of left to right. By 1000 AD the whole body Sign of the Cross had become the standard form.  

Making the Sign of the Cross is only one thing. More important is what it signifies: 


“The cross is the instrument of contrition upon which the earthly man is broken to be reformed upon the heavenly man. The cross is the divine school of patience; the school of self-abnegation; the school of penance; the school of charity……Whoever embraces the cross with open heart finds therein the explanation of a thousand mysteries” (Archbishop Ullathorne)

The saints insist that, rather than go inventing excessive penances and crosses for ourselves, we must first bear patiently those trials and tasks which God sends us: “Do not desire crosses, unless you have borne well those laid on you; it is an abuse to long after martyrdom while unable to bear an insult patiently.” (St Francis de Sales)


A very few, however, like St Catherine of Siena and St Rose of Lima seem to become victim souls in a special way, suffering for the salvation of many. Hear the German stigmatist Teresa Neumann: “I resigned myself to the will of God, because the duty of every Christian is to accept the cross the Savior sends....If it were possible I would willingly accept suffering in heaven in order to bring more souls to the Savior.” She is supposed to have consumed no food but the Eucharist from 1922 until her death in 1962. Her cause for beatification opened in 2005.

It is from Holy Mass above all, from prayer, the Scriptures and the Sacraments, that we obtain the strength to carry our daily crosses: “Do not conform yourselves to this age, but be transformed by the renewal of your mind, that you may discern what is the will of God, what is good and pleasing and perfect.”
