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In 1900, the Society of Harmonious Fists, or Boxers, stirred up hatred of foreigners in China. Foreigners were "first-class devils," and Chinese converts to Christianity "second-class devils." The Boxers viciously attacked Christian missionaries and churches. 

One of their propaganda sheets blamed the current drought on Christianity: "[Because] the Catholic and Protestant religions are insolent to the gods, extinguishing sanctity, rendering no obedience to Buddha, and enraging Heaven and Earth, the rain clouds no longer visit us. But 8 million Spirit Soldiers will descend from Heaven and sweep the Empire clean of all foreigners!"

Several thousand Christians, foreign and Chinese, Protestant, Catholic and Orthodox lost their lives, some patently as martyrs to Christ. In one instance a crucifix was thrown on the ground and the Christian schoolchildren were told if they trampled upon it, they would be allowed home free; if not, they would be shot dead on the spot in front of their classmates.

The first seven students walked upon the cross and went home free. The eighth young teenage girl walked around the crucifix, then suddenly went down on her knees to kiss it. A Boxer immediately shot her dead. The next 100 students followed her example and died rather than renounce their Saviour.

The Holy Cross is the most potent Christian symbol of suffering and sacrifice leading to redemption and new life. As Christians, we wear the Crucifix around our necks, hang it in our homes, and begin our prayers with the Sign of the Cross. These practices come from the earliest years of Christianity.  

In the ruins of Pompeii (destroyed 79 AD), there is a room with an altar-like structure against one wall. Over the altar, the plaster shows that a cross-shaped object was once nailed to the wall, but forced off shortly before the volcano buried the city. This house may have belonged to a Christian family, who took the cross when they fled the city. As early as 155 AD St Justin Martyr referred to the cross as a standard Christian symbol.

The writer Tertullian, in his De Corona of 211 AD, mentioned that Christians seldom do anything significant without making the sign of the cross.

This weekend we celebrate the Exaltation or Triumph of the Holy Cross. It is a joyful parallel to Good Friday. We venerate the Cross as the sign of triumph and glory:

“You decreed that man should be saved through the wood of the cross.
The tree of man's defeat became his tree of victory;
where life was lost, there life has been restored
through Christ our Lord.” (Preface of the Solemnity) 

Today’s celebration originated from Jerusalem. In the eastern Churches it is one of the twelve Great Feasts of the Year. In the west has less impact, not being a Holyday of Obligation.

After the Romans destroyed Jerusalem in AD 70, the Emperor Hadrian built his new colony of Aelia Capitolina on the site. To profane Calvary, the site of Christ’s death and resurrection, he built a Temple to the goddess Venus.  

For the next episode in the story we must move to York, England, and go down into the foundations of the Minster. There visitors can see the remains of the Roman basilica, where in 306 AD, Constantine was proclaimed Roman emperor by his soldiers upon the death of his father, the Emperor Constantine Chlorus

It took Constantine six years to make his way back towards Rome, to claim the Imperial throne. His rivals’ armies blocked the way at the Milvian Bridge just north of the capital. The night before battle, he had a vision of a brilliant cross in the sky, with the legend: In this sign shall ye conquer. 

He ordered his soldiers to sew the cross onto their uniforms. The next day they triumphed in battle. Constantine became Emperor, and the next year, 313, in Milan, he enacted a law allowing Christians "complete freedom to worship". These events inspired Helen, his mother, to seek baptism as a Christian. Constantine himself remained only a catechumen until he was baptised on his deathbed in 337.

In 326 Helena made a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. She had the Temple of Venus on Calvary demolished. Her investigations of the site led to the discovery of the remains of three crosses, four nails, and a titulus (INRI) hidden in a rock cistern just east of Calvary. 

Constantine decreed, while Helena supervised, the construction of one church called ‘Anastasis’ (Cave of the Sepulchre and Resurrection), and another nearby at Golgotha called the Martyrion (place of the crucifixion). The feast of the Exaltation of the Holy Cross was instituted to commemorate the dedication of the church of the Resurrection on September 13, 335. 

St. John Chrysostom, writing in 395, recounts how St Helena distinguished the True Cross from the other crosses, possibly those of the two thieves. Archbishop Makarios touched pieces of each cross to a dying, sick woman. She was perfectly and immediately healed by the touch of one of the three, and this was taken to be the True Cross. 

Queen Helena divided the fragments of the Cross into three parts: one part of the Cross and the larger portion of the titulus she left in Jerusalem, one section she sent to her son in Constantinople. The third section of the Cross, three nails used in the crucifixion, and a smaller part of the Titulus,  she arranged to be taken back to Rome, where they are visible today in the basilica of Santa Croce in Gerusalemme.


Today’s festival commemorates a second important event too. In 614, the Persians conquered Jerusalem, burned the Church of the Resurrection and stole the Holy Cross. In 627, the Greek Emperor Heraclius of Constantinople resolved, with God’s help, to win back by combat this holy relic, 

Heaven assisted the valiant emperor: his army won victory after victory. He drove out the Persians, and concluded a peace treaty. One of the terms was the return of the Cross of Our Lord.  Heraclius went in person to Jerusalem to restore the sacred wood.

As he reached the Holy City, he placed the precious relic on his shoulders. It was 14th September, 628. Approaching Calvary, an invisible force halted him. To the astonishment of the soldiers and onlookers, he could not move forward.

“Take care, O Emperor!” the Patriarch Zachary said to him. “The imperial clothing you are wearing does not sufficiently resemble the poor and humiliated condition of Jesus carrying His cross.” 

So the Emperor removed his shoes, his splendid clothing, and imperial jewels. Wearing only a poor man’s tunic, he managed to ascend to Calvary and there lay down his sacred burden. The chroniclers report that by the Cross a dead man returned to life, four paralytics were cured; ten lepers cleansed, fifteen blind persons given sight; many possessed and sick persons cured. The people prostrated themselves to the ground, singing, "We bow in worship before your Cross, O Christ, and we give glory to Your Holy Resurrection." 

From Jerusalem the Feast of the Exaltation of the Cross spread to Rome and the West. At the end of the Liturgy the Greeks have a procession with a Cross on a tray, decorated with flowers and sprigs of basil, to a place of veneration in the middle of the church. According to tradition, a sweet smelling herb was growing where Helen found the Holy Cross. So the herb was named "king" in Greek (basil).

The pagan emperor Julian the Apostate (c.360) was the first of many anti-Christians to show a diabolical hatred of the Cross. He declared it a crime for Christians to adore the wood of the Cross, to trace it upon their foreheads, or to engrave it over the entrances of their homes

Although rationalists, and Protestant critics of the cult of relics, allege that there exist enough relics of the true Cross to build a battleship, this is simply anti-Catholic propaganda. A French scholar, Rohault de Fleury, went to the great trouble of measuring all extant relics he could find. He published his "Mémoire sur les instruments de la Passion" (Paris, 1870). 

The total volume of relics of the True Cross was 0.004 cubic metres, whereas the wood of an average sized cross 3-4 metres in height and 2 metres across would occupy 0.178 cubic metres. That is not to say all relics of the true Cross are genuine, but certainly in terms of quantity of material there is no argument against them. 

Today we can sing one of the greatest hymns of the Latin Church, the Vexilla Regis. It was written by Venantius Fortunatus in 569, when a relic of the true Cross sent from the East by Emperor Justin II was carried in glorious procession to Queen Radegunds’s monastery at Poitiers in Gaul:

“The Royal Banners forward go; The Cross shines forth in mystic glow; Where He in flesh, our flesh Who made, Our sentence bore, our ransom paid.”

