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     “ … the word of the cross is folly to those who are perishing, but to us who are 
being saved, it is the power of God, ” so writes the Apostle Paul….. 
 
    Have you noticed the new cross in the Memorial Garden?  It was constructed by 
Mike Reed at the request of the Memorial Garden Committee. It’s a symbol that 
brings meaning to our faith as a reminder as to extent that God through Jesus 
Christ has gone to love us, reach out to us, and save us. 
    It’s actually kind of strange though that we Christians have such veneration for 
an instrument of torture and death as THE central symbol of our faith.  Of course, 
we Presbyterian as Protestants display an empty cross to emphasize the 
resurrection as opposed to a cross that focuses on the crucifixion.  Still, we do sing 
about the cross with our traditional hymns of faith: “Beneath the Cross of Jesus,” 
“When I Survey the Wondrous Cross, “The Old Rugged Cross.” But as our text for 
today from Paul makes us wonder, has the image of the cross retained its power 
in our lives? Or has it become folly? 
    The crosses we so often view are polished to a shiny brilliance, or highlighted 
with a background light, or painted satin white…. Our crosses are often sanded 
smooth, then stained with varnish to give a warm luster and glow; they are often 
embroidered with gold thread, or gold layered. They are clean, aesthetically 
tasteful – tasteful enough to be worn as jewelry. 
    Yet perhaps what such crosses do is to promote the loss our sense of reverence 
for the cross of Christ - a cross that was crude, rugged and intentionally painful. 
Can we still be interested in an “old rugged cross?” Can we still be moved by it? 
Does such an image horrify us anymore in the world in which we live? 
    Our world is light years away from that of the Apostle Paul.  Just consider what 
has occurred since the end of World War II: Space travel to the moon, organ 
transplants, personal computers and cell phones that keep us connected with the 
entire world. We have CD players, I-Pods, I-Pads, lasers for surgery, virtual reality. 
What we now see and use on a daily basis and accept as commonplace are items 
that are far beyond the fantasies of even Leonardo de Vinci and Jules Verne.  
    So what meaning and power could the cross of Christ bring to people like us - 
people who live in a techno-centered, computerized world? The ‘old rugged cross’ 



doesn’t seem to fit into our polished, sophisticated, disinfected world any more, 
does it? The cross just doesn’t “compute,” hence, I wonder if it has lost its power. 
    Well, if that is the case, then we now belong to that same group of people to 
whom Paul was alluding way back in the 1st century: We become part of those 
who thought the power of the cross is pure foolishness; after all, we can now pit 
human wisdom and our technology right up against the wisdom of God. But then, 
in Paul’s estimation, that also puts us squarely among those who “are perishing.” 
So what possible reasons could we now offer for paying attention to the power of 
the cross in our time? 
    Well, for one thing, the cross may be one of the remaining places where we are 
still confronted with the holiness of God – that is a part of the power of the cross. 
There is not much left in our world that reflects a respect for holiness. Folks don’t 
remove their caps in sanctuaries or chapels anymore; children run around the 
communion table playing “tag” as parents watch, unconcerned. Our sense of awe 
for that which is holy, or to be “set apart” is all but gone from our everyday lives. 
In our dependence and respect for scientific knowledge, we have come to believe 
that all mysteries are eventually explicable, so few things are sacred to us 
anymore. 
    We have a growing impatience for scenes like Isaiah’s visit to the temple, where 
he described the seraphim flying around God’ presence, calling “Holy, holy, 
holy…”  We are now too scientific, too intelligent and too sophisticated to be 
awed by that kind of image. So has God become more of an abstraction than a 
personal Presence who invokes awe and respect - the One to whom we are to 
bow down on bended knee in humility? Unlike ages past, perhaps we are simply 
too wrapped up in ourselves to take notice of the presence of God, and 
experience the sense of awe that reverence for God brings. 
    Speaking of past ages, you may recall that strange and bizarre event that took 
place during the arrest and crucifixion of our Lord. When the soldiers came to 
arrest Jesus in the garden, a soldier asked him for his name. Jesus responded, 
“ego-eimi”, which were the same words by which God identified himself to 
Moses: “I am who I am.” Those arresting guards were stunned by that revelation 
– it was a sacred moment for them. 
    And then, when Jesus hung on that cross, an unnatural darkness fell upon the 
earth, as if the sun had disappeared. An earthquake shook the land, and the 
curtain in the temple was torn in two, as if the presence of God had been released 
in anger and fled the temple. 



    Yet, as Jesus gave his last breath, a centurion, hardened by death from battle 
and executions, fell to his knees and declared, “Truly, this was the Son of God.” 
That centurion knew he was standing on holy ground, before a holy presence. 
What marked that holy ground was the cross. The cross marks the sacred – the 
holy; it is a symbol of faith that is intended to bring feelings of reverence and awe. 
    The cross was also given to stand as a reminder of something else as well: it 
reminds us of our sin – and that too is a part of the power of the cross…. Still, in 
all honesty, these passages from the Psalms and I Corinthians we shared this 
morning seem so trite - so ‘old fashioned’ for us. The talk of sin as presented in 
these passages is, well …passé…. The word itself is kind of quaint and is seldom 
used anymore. It kind of belongs to the age of horse-drawn carts and parlor 
games. 
    Karl Menninger, in his book, “Whatever Became of Sin?” states that only 
psychopaths and religious fanatics use the word “sin” anymore. We more 
sophisticated folks call it by other, less caustic names: misjudgment, indiscretion, 
unfortunate reaction to a maladjusted childhood trauma, neurotic response to an 
unfavorable environment, misdeed…. 
    I mean, don’t people in our day and time sin anymore? Now we “have affairs” 
instead of committing adultery. Now we design financial pyramid schemes instead 
of just plain stealing. Now we have secret off-shore accounts instead of cheating. 
Now we “put a spin on things” instead of outright lying. What? …  Don’t we sin 
anymore? 
    When terrorists detonate a car bomb in a crowded shopping area, killing and 
maiming the innocent is that because terrorists are simply ‘maladjusted adults 
expressing some unresolved religious-political issues?’  When teens shoot and kill 
a jogging baseball player simply because “they were bored,” is that simply the 
result of having had ‘an unfortunate reaction to some childhood trauma?’ When 
youths enter schools and college campuses with assault rifles and rounds of 
ammunition, then slay dozens of innocent students, is that because they are 
having ‘a neurotic response to an unfavorable environment?’ Or are these 
instances, as so many instances like them, the evidence of our sin? There… I dared 
to say it – SIN! 
    The cross reminds us that all we human beings are fallen – that we are all 
sinners. There is no church so filled with good people – no congregation so filled 
with high ideals and fantastic programs and ministries that is not also filled with 
sinners. Folks outside these walls often criticize we who gather here as being 
hypocrites … Guess what, they are right! But hypocrites don’t bite! Faithful 



Christians have never claimed to be better than anyone else. Yet, our presence in 
this place means that we have come, in part, to confess before God that we are 
sinners – we are hypocrites. 
    Sin plays havoc with our lives: we are guilty and we know it. Yet, we too spend 
our lives trying to avoid detection and trying to rationalize our sinfulness, by often 
drawing attention to the speck in the eye others, while ignoring the log in our 
own eye.  We play tricks, even on ourselves – mostly on ourselves – pretending to 
be so innocent, asserting that we are right and good.  But as Paul so honestly 
confesses for all of us, “I do not do the good I want, but the evil that I do not want 
to do, is what I do….”  It is the power of the cross that convicts and convinces us 
of our sin…. 
    But thanks be to God, the power of the cross reminds us of something else as 
well: it stands empty as a reminder of the redeeming power and grace of God. 
There… I dared to say that word too – GRACE!  That’s a power too easily forgotten 
by this world too, isn’t it? - grace as rescuing us from sure and deserved 
destruction; grace as that living all-encompassing force of God’s love, given so 
freely. 
    Just take a close look at the titles of books of the best-sellers in recent years. 
There are hundreds of books on self-acceptance, self-understanding, self-
gratification, self-love, personal growth. We seem to be looking for feelings of 
self-worth everywhere we can. But the grace of God supersedes all these human 
efforts. The cross – the empty cross- is the declaration of what God has already 
done for us. We have been forgiven… accepted by God through the power of the 
cross of Christ … that act alone is the source of our worth. The power of the cross 
is that it reminds us of that ‘amazing grace.’ 
    There is a short film which depicts something of the costliness of that grace.  It 
is the story of a happy family who have a son, an only son. The father works as a 
switchman for a railroad line that carries passengers from the city to a beautiful 
mountain retreat. The train must pass over a river, and a bridge that spans that 
river is kept open all the time for the busy boat traffic. The switchman’s job is to 
pull the switch so that the bridge will swing into place over the river for the 
coming train. 
    The viewers of the film see what the father does not initially see, namely that 
his son has followed him at a distance to the river and is playing on the bridge. 
The train whistle blows to signal its speeding approach and the father looks up to 
see his son playing midway on the bridge span; there is no time to warn his son or 
stop the train. If he pulls the switch to engage the bridge his son will perish, but if 



the bridge is not in place the passengers will lose their lives in the river. We watch 
the agony of the father’s face as he decides – He loves his son more than life 
itself, but at the last moment he pulls the switch…. 
    The train safely passes, showing the faces of the happy passengers – oblivious 
to how narrowly they have escaped disaster, and even less aware of the sacrifice 
the switchman made on their behalf. That, in essence, is the costliness of the 
cross, and the sheer power of God’s redeeming grace, and so often we act as if 
we are oblivious. 
    The cross of Christ has turned all human values upside down. It reminds us that 
God’s justice is not like human justice – thanks be to God! God’s mercy is not like 
human mercy – thanks be to God!  God’s wisdom is not at all what we might be 
inclined to label as wisdom – thanks be to God!  But the values of God are eternal, 
and are to be eternally pursued. 
    So the cross and it’s power is given to bring balance to our living. The Ten 
Commandments bring guidance; the Beatitudes give strength for living the life of 
the Spirit. But the power of the cross to save and sanctify our lives goes beyond 
these. For far from being foolish, the cross declares the grace, love, forgiveness 
and wisdom of God. 
    Paul knew precisely what he was talking about when he said ‘the word of the 
cross is folly to those who are perishing.’ He also knew what he was talking about 
when he affirmed that to those who cherish and stand in awe before it, recognize 
that the cross expresses the very power and wisdom of God for salvation. Frankly, 
it doesn’t make human sense that God would not spare his only Son. It doesn’t 
match with human wisdom, that given our sinfulness and continued 
disobedience, that God would still forgive. It doesn’t seem wise that God’s love 
would be given so freely, when our love is so feeble and paltry. 
    And it surely doesn’t “compute” and make human sense that a cross, the 
instrument of torture and death, should be THE central symbol of our faith, and 
God’s visible promise of eternal life. But there it stands:  sometimes shiny and 
polished; sometimes stain, or white, or gold; sometimes wooden, rough-hewn 
and rugged; sometimes secured firmly to the ground; sometimes suspended in 
the air; sometimes hung around our necks more as a fashion statement than a 
faith statement – with little regard for its meaning or power…. 
    But there it stands …. Always empty… as a reminder of God’s grace and the 
power of the resurrection; the eternal symbol of God’s love, power, and God’s 
will to save.          Amen. 


