ELEVATION OF THE HONORABLE AND LIFE-GIVING CROSS
For it has been granted to you...you should not only believe in him but also suffer for his
sake (Philip. 1:28-29)

1 Cor. 1:18-24, John 19:6-11,13-20,25-28,30-35

By Archpriest Peter Olsen
St. Basil’s Russian Orthodox Church, Watervliet, NY 12189, September 14, 2025

The Great Feast of the Elevation of the Honorable and Life-giving Cross of the Lord was
established in the IV century by the Church of Jerusalem, and later spread throughout the
entire Orthodox Church.

In 70 AD, as foretold by our Savior in Matthew 24:2, the entire city of Jerusalem was
destroyed down to its very foundation by the Roman army. A new pagan city called Aelia
Capitolina was built in its place. In the IV century the Emperor St. Constantine, together with
his mother the Empress St. Helena, began to create a new Christian empire. What was left of
ancient Jerusalem was excavated in order to recreate Jerusalem as a great new Christian
shrine. Specifically, in the IV century, by means of excavations and archaeological digs, the
holy places that we venerate today were discovered, for example: Golgotha (the place of the
crucifixion), the place of the Lord’s Resurrection, the Garden of Gethsemane, and the path
walked by our Savior to His crucifixion. It was at that time that the true Cross was discovered
by St. Helena.

Initially three crosses were discovered: the true Cross as well as the crosses upon which
the two thieves were crucified, A seriously ill person was placed on each cross, and when he
was miraculously healed when placed on one of the crosses, it was determined that this was
the very Cross upon which our Lord had been crucified. Patriarch Juvenaly of Jerusalem lifted
the Cross on high, and all of the Christians who were present bowed down before the Cross
and cried out over and over again “Lord have mercy, Lord have mercy, Lord have mercy.” This
act has become part of our Orthodox liturgical tradition on today’s feast at the All-Night Vigil,
and according to Russian Orthodox tradition, what is known as “the five-fold Elevation of the
Cross” is normally performed only in designated cathedrals and monasteries.

Through the victory of the Cross death and sin was trampled down and conquered. Life
was restored to mankind: life in God on this earth, and eternal life in the Resurrection. We bow
down to the Cross as the shield of our salvation. We kiss the Cross, because we know that
from the Cross the power of God flows out upon us. The Cross is our guiding light on the path
of salvation.

The Lord calls upon all Christians to voluntarily take up and carry our own cross before we
can follow Him. All of us have our own individual crosses which we must carry in our lives. It
is natural for us to seek happiness, to desire peace, and to strive to find joy. However, we all
know that life can often be very difficult: instead of joy we sometimes experience sorrow,
instead of health — illness, and instead of encountering good people we sometimes encounter
evil people who wish to do us harm. All of this together is the cross that we carry in our life.
Our cross is not unbearable — the Lord allows us to receive a cross that we are able to carry.
Often the Lord sends us our own Simon of Cyrene who helps us to carry our cross, who takes
upon himself our cross either on his own volition or at our request.

The same as it was necessary for our Savior to carry His Cross for our salvation, it is
necessary, because of our internal disposition, that we bear our own cross. Salvation and true
happiness does not consist of the worldly understanding of happiness, peace, or prosperity.
True happiness and joy is found when we give our hearts to the Lord, when we love the Lord
above all things, and when we make it possible for God’s love to dwell within us. This is only
possible if we carry our cross. There are many different levels of bearing the cross, just as
there are various diverse dwellings in the Kingdom of Heaven. The Lord says, “in my Father’s
house are many mansions” (John 14:2).
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On this feastday our holy father St. John Chrysostom surrendered his soul to the Lord. Out
of envy and vindictiveness St. John was expelled from the throne of Constantinople and sent
into exile. Walking for many months, finally, ill and suffering in the cold rain, his body could
withstand no more. His final words before he died were “Glory to God for all things.” These
words can serve as a motto for the life of each and every one of us. It is easy for us to thank
God for joy, success, and prosperity, for wonderful days, for good people, but how hard it is to
thank God for iliness, for sorrow and grief, for trials and temptations — for everything that
makes up the cross in our life.

St. Paul writes in Philippians 1:28-29, “For it has been granted to you...you should not only
believe in him but also suffer for his sake.” Amen.

Based on the sermons of Metropolitan Hilarion Alfeyev
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