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20th September 2026        Sunday after Holy Cross 
Fr Chrysostom MacDonnell   
 
1] The ancient Roman historian, Tacitus, described 
how the Emperor Nero was rumoured to have ordered 
the great fire of Rome. To shift the blame, Nero chose 
to persecute a new sect called, Christians. And Tacitus 
explains that they were named after Christus, of whom, 
he writes, ‘Tibero imperitante per procuratorem 
Pontium Pilatum supplicio adfectus erat.’ That is, ‘He 
was executed under the rule of Tiberius by the 
governor Pontius Pilate.’ [Annals 15:44] There, outside 
the New Testament, Our Lord’s death is recorded. 
 
2] We are celebrating the feast of the Exaltation of the 
Cross. But this is not just about one event in a small, 
obscure province of the Roman Empire. There were 
crucifixions before 33AD, and there were crucifixions 
after 33AD. No, the exaltation of this Cross is founded 
upon the One crucified thereon, about whom Nero and 
Tacitus knew next to nothing. 
 
3] For that Cross was the means to an end, and that 
end is the completion and fulfilment of the Old Law; to 
inaugurate the New Covenant for all mankind. Here, we 
see the crucifixion of Christ as the final work of the Law. 
Even His resting in the tomb on that Saturday in 
between, is the final keeping of the sabbath. For 
Pascha, the Day of the Lord that follows, is the new 
creation that transforms all our sufferings as the way 
into the kingdom of heaven through the Holy Cross.  
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4] The Cross, consecrated in the blood of Christ, 
signifies both the last of the Old Testament sacrifices 
and, at the same time, the new and eternal sacrifice 
which we offer here in the Divine Liturgy; the very icon 
of the Liturgy above the heavens, where Christ ever 
lives to make intercession for us (cf Heb 7:25). 
 
5] At various times and in various ways, Paul tells us 
in Hebrews, God spoke in time past to the fathers 
and has, in the last days, spoken to us by His Son. [cf 
Heb 1:1-2] Indeed, Christ-God spoke to ancient Israel 
in the elder Law, as far as they could bear it,  in terms 
that could be received in the time of Mankind’s Bronze 
Age. He called out the patriarch, Abraham, and from 
him chose, established and taught a small nation, 
amidst those great civilisations of the ancient world. 
 
6] After the days of the Fathers, he raised up Moses, 
through whom God redeemed his people from Egypt, 
and gave them the Works of the Law, to teach His 
chosen people and test their faithfulness. And the rest 
of the story is there for us to read, recorded in the pages 
of the Old Testament. 
 
7] Yet now, all this has been brought to its purpose 
and conclusion. For the Cross of Christ has revealed 
the resurrection, for Death had taken one too many; 
had contended with the God-Man and been conquered. 
And from now on, all those baptised into Christ’s death, 
they too, in a mystery, have died; born again as a new 
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creation (as we heard in the gospel last week) and 
share, through faith, in the redeemed life, in the 
resurrection life. 
 
8] But there was another contention, another battle ~ 
an historic theological battle ~ fought out among 
western Christians during the Reformation. There were 
those who proposed some kind of controversy 
regarding salvation: was it through faith alone, or were 
‘works’ necessary at all? To this day there are those 
who teach that all you need is faith in Jesus, and from 
then on you cannot be lost, you are saved. This is not 
from the apostles; this is not in the New Testament; this 
is certainly not Orthodox Christianity. 
 
9] This is what happens when you part company with 
apostolic teaching in the New Testament, interpreted 
by the Orthodox fathers, and defined by the 
Ecumenical Councils. The confusion among the 
heterodox comes from imagining that redemption and 
salvation are the same things: they are not. We were 
redeemed when we were baptised, but now we have to 
work out our own salvation with fear and trembling (cf 
Phil 2:12). Yes, faith is required, for without faith what 
we do would be pointless. We would hardly vote for 
someone in an election in whom we had no faith; how 
much more when it comes to the matter of our 
salvation? 
 
10] Yet what is meant by faith? In this context we are 
not talking so much about the acceptance of doctrines, 
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or the giving of intellectual assent to a set of ideas, in 
the same way that one might believe in a certain 
hypothesis in Science. Faith here, the Greek word 
Pistis in the New Testament, implies a confident trust, 
in the same way that a soldier on campaign puts his 
trust in his commander. That is our faith in Christ, our 
assurance that He is saving us; that He is coming again 
to judge the living and the dead. 
 
11] ‘You know that a man is not justified by works of 
the law,’ St Paul tells the Galatians today. ‘But through 
faith in Jesus Christ.’  He is not talking about religious 
works or actions; this is not prayer, fasting and 
almsgiving. It is works of the Law: he is referring to  the 
ritual stipulations of the Old Testament 
commandments: the blood sacrifices, its festivals, the 
ablutions, the food laws and, especially in the context 
of the Galatians, circumcision, the sign and token of the 
Old Covenant. In other words, if you have faith in the 
New redemption that Christ achieved for us, why do 
you still need the Old and its works? What purpose can 
it serve?  
 
12] Sadly, the Reformers in the West mistook works of 
the law for religious actions or works in general; the 
forms of pious spirituality. No wonder they abandoned 
the sacraments, fasting, pilgrimage, the veneration of 
the holy images, the invocations of the saints, and even 
the blessing sign of the cross! 
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13] Those things are not works of the Law, to which St 
Paul is referring. They are for us the religious means by 
which we strive to keep contact with our redemption in 
Christ, and acquire the grace of the Holy Spirit that 
leads to our salvation. That is precisely what is 
happening here. The Greek word, Liturgy itself, means 
a public work: exactly what we do when we gather for 
the Divine Liturgy ~ that is, the works of God. This is 
our work, an act of faith, and there is no dichotomy, no 
division, no controversy here. 
 
14] Meanwhile, therefore, whilst we are still bound in 
Time, let us know who and what we are, now that we 
have been redeemed. And let us fix the heart on that 
salvation that awaits its own fulfilment in the kingdom 
of heaven. And how shall we do that? Listen to what 
Christ commands in the gospel today: ‘If any man 
would come after Me, let him deny himself and take up 
his cross and follow Me.’For whoever would save his 
life will lose it; and whoever loses his life for My sake 
and the Gospel s will save it. ‘  
 
15] Here, our whole way of thinking has to be 
rearranged. This now requires faith in Him, and not in 
the works of the Old Law which have been surpassed. 
Here is the Divine paradox in which we find eternal life: 
that the pursuit of this temporal world and an easy life, 
even happiness here ~ whatever that be ~ can only 
lead to the judgement of condemnation. Whereas, to 
deny oneself, even losing all in the way of the cross, 
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transfigures all our sufferings for His sake, finds a good 
defence before the fearful judgement seat of Christ.     
 
16] St Caesarius of Arles lived in Gaul between the fifth 
and sixth centuries. He was one of the last generation 
of bishops in Gaul who taught the need for an ascetic 
life in the Western tradition. He emphasised the need 
to love of God, study the scriptures, follow ascetic 
discipline, recite the psalms, show charity to one's 
neighbour, and await the coming judgement. 
Commenting in one of his sermons on this following of 
Christ, Caesarius says, ‘The injunction seems harsh; 
we think He is imposing a burden on us. But a burden 
is no burden when it is given by one who helps in 
carrying it out. To what place are we to follow Christ if 
not where He has already gone.? We know that He has 
risen and ascended into heaven; there, then, we must 
follow Him.’ 


