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THE CROSS: THE HEART OF OUR FAITH


Do you every wonder what it is that we spend the bulk of our time and effort doing?  I bet that many of you would say seeking happiness; however, I suspect that the real answer is avoiding suffering.  Certainly I spend more time trying not to suffer than I do trying to be happy.  There is a reason for this, and it is that we are all, like Peter, convinced that the path to happiness is the avoidance of suffering.  Our Gospel today tells us, in no uncertain terms, that this is not the case.    
The Cross is at the heart of our faith, but it is also the greatest sign of God’s love for us.    The Cross is really the greatest point of intersection between God and humanity, because it was precisely on the Cross that Jesus experienced fully all that it means to be human.  The Cross did not overcome Jesus, Jesus overcame the Cross and so, we have the certainty that even those things we most hate about ourselves and others have been redeemed.  The Cross is the proof that nothing can separate us from the love of God!  

This counter-intuitive reality, that suffering and happiness are compatible explains  why Jesus speaks so clearly: “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 and that of the gospel will save it.”   The Cross is for us the way to live life to the fullest, not excluding any part of reality from our lives.  Jesus came that we might have life, and have it to the full; however, it is only when we embrace the suffering that comes with life that we are able fully to live.

Everyone suffers, not one of us can avoid suffering.  In fact, as we see in today’s Gospel, Satan is the one who deceives us into thinking that a world without suffering is both desirable and possible.  This is not true.  We need to overcome, once and for all this human and diabolical way of thinking.  If you really believe that your Cross is the way that you encounter Jesus, and so the means of salvation, then instead of trying to avoid it, you would embrace it.  
The question remains, though, what exactly is meant by your cross.  I suggest that ultimately, the Cross is all those things which bring about suffering in our lives, but which we unite to the sufferings of Jesus.  Think about it: the things that make us suffer are the very things we care most deeply about.  The only way not to suffer is not to care.  How beautiful then that everything we suffer has value, as long as we offer it up to God.


I am speaking of the ideal, of what we are all called to do, but I am well aware of how far from that I am myself.  How easy it is to turn away from the cross, from whatever is painful, difficult, humiliating and instead to engage in avoidance.  We all have different means of avoiding those aspects of reality that we do not like: for some it is an addiction, to drugs, alcohol or sex, to others it is working too hard, for others still, it is taking too much time for leisure.  In my own case, I don’t like to make mistakes, I don’t like to be misunderstood, I don’t like that I am not perfect.  More to the point, I do get angry with others, lose my patience, and become frustrated by what I perceive as stupidity.  The way that I avoid all of this is to think too much and to intellectualize, by which I mean placing myself and others into nice little boxes and sealing them off.  

However we chose to avoid whatever it is that makes us suffer, that is how we flee the cross.  The Cross is not just another word for suffering, because we can all suffer without it being the Cross.  The Cross is always fruitful, the Cross is always redemptive, the Cross is always life giving.  The way to know that you are carrying your Cross is that you see more the good that you are doing than the evil that you are experiencing, which is to say that you are trusting more in God’s love for you than in whatever it is you are afraid to experience. 
